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Chapter 1
Introductions


Can a story not start without an introduction?  I just want
to jump right in and get to all the useless drama of my teenage
life.  But then again, I can also see the point in starting
with one.  Patience is a virtue, so I guess I have start at
the beginning.

 

My name is Scarlett and my best friend is Tara.  I know, I
know, how can that be?  Such a cliché, almost as cliché and
peas and carrots but its Scarlett and Tara friends till the
end.  We met in the 6th grade.  I was the new
kid with the weird name and she was the first girl to introduce
herself to me. 
         

 

“Hi!” This amazingly cute girl with curly, sandy blond hair,
bright blue eyes, the perfect little nose and a smile reveling
perfect teeth greets me.  “I’m Tara.  I wanted to be the
first to introduce myself to you.  Scarlett, right? 
That’s an interesting name.”

 

Per my usual shy and easy embarrassment I blush and mutter,
“Scarlett is the name my mom picked out from her favorite book,
Gone with the Wind.  How funny - your name is Tara; my mom is
going to love it.”

 

In comparison to my new beautiful friend, I have chestnut brown
hair that couldn’t hold a curl even if I wanted it too.  If I
had to choose my favorite feature I’d have to say my eyes
are.  They too are a chestnut brown with flecks of gold, big
and round framed with long black eyelashes.  I am fair skinned
with freckles across my cheeks and nose.  Angel kisses my
Daddy calls them.  You could say I have a pretty smile but at
the young age of 12 insecurities run rampant and my teeth were a
little less than desired.  I needed braces and was in the
process of orthodontia but vanity and lack of self-confidence
reigned supreme and I would rarely smile.  I guess you could
say I was in my awkward stage when Tara and I met.  Thank
goodness for puberty and braces.    

 

A few years later I came into my own and the ugly duckling did
become the swan.  But childhood insecurities still rule the
teenage mind and it has always been difficult to accept a
compliment when concerning my looks.

 

Tara only became more beautiful and desirable as we got older
too.  She always seemed to have a string of boys following her
around.  But she never abused the power she seemed to possess
over them.  She was always kind, loyal, never mean or catty
even when other girl’s jealousy blew her way.  Tara was well
liked, received and overall respected by all the student
body.  Popular was an understatement to describe her and she
was my best friend.  I’m popular by association but nowhere
near her fan base.

 

But no one knew each other better than we knew one
another.  We both had our secrets and skeletons in the
closet.  Never once have we failed to be there for the other
and this time is no different.

 

Tara is now living with me.  Her Dad kicked her out of the
house because she is pregnant.  He can’t seem to handle the
fact that he is going to be a grandfather at the ripe young age of
35.  He and Tara’s mom had her when they were just 17 years
old.  One year younger than she is now.  So his perfect
family image with his new wife with her 2 perfect young children
does not allow room for a pregnant teenage daughter.  Like I
said, she just moved in with me. 

 

We’re sharing my room.  I’m actually happy about it, the
sharing part.  When I was younger I shared a room with my
little sister, Paige.  She was an awful roommate and I
couldn’t stand to be in the same vicinity as her either.  Now
it is Tara.  I really hope we don’t kill each other. 

 

It is our senior year of high school and the second semester has
just started.  We have been through so much already and I
don’t really know or see how this is going to turn out. 
Really it all started last summer, the summer we would never
forget.

 

***

 

You know how the past sometimes just comes at you from
nowhere?  And the question is how to handle that tid bit when
it does?  Tara’s past came zooming in on a ‘Rebel’
Honda motorcycle, at the drive thru of her first real job at
the Frosty Freeze the beginning of that summer. 

 

His name was Daniel, eighteen, gorgeous and dangerous, the
combination every teenage girl is told to stay away from by every
father on the planet and the hidden desire of every teenage girl to
meet and fall in love with.  He was dark in every way; dark
almost black hair, curly and wild, his dark eyes, onyx, smoldering
and brooding.  His nose was slightly crooked, like it had been
broken at least once but didn’t detract from his beauty.  He
had a smile that could charm any woman, man or child into believing
that the sky is magenta and there really is a Santa Claus.  So
great were his spell casting abilities that even I fell under his
trance, temporarily…

 

His mother and Tara’s mother were friends from High School and
fell onto the same paths of young pregnancies and a life full of
chaos, drugs and drama.  That was the main reason for Tara’s
decision to live with her Dad instead of her Mom when they
divorced.  Unfortunately, her little brother didn’t get a
choice and was being raised by her Mom.  But that is an
entirely different story.  Daniel was raised by his mom with
no real father figure to speak of.  It was a revolving door of
men that his mom forever resided with.  Not the most stable
upbringing.

 

Before her parents split she and Daniel were crib mates, toddler
buddies and then early elementary school friends.  She moved
in with her Dad in the 3rd grade and never looked
back.  She told me her only regret was leaving her one friend
behind.  Of course they lost touch with one another as time
went on and she had heard from her brother that Daniel and his mom
had moved out of state, following her latest boyfriend at the time
to Colorado.

 

Needless to say, it was a complete shock and surprise the day he
drove up to her drive thru window.

 

“That will be $2.14 for your Large Coke.”  Totally
oblivious to the current customer at the window, not even really
looking at him she accepted his money and turned to ring it up and
get his drink.

 

Even before she returned to the window with his change and drink
in hand she could feel that someone was watching her, more so than
usual.  When she finally did look up all she saw were these
penetrating eyes and a sexy smirk across his face.

 

“Are you going to say ‘Hello’ to me or not?  Long time no
see Tara.”

 

She immediately looked down at her shirt to see if she was
wearing her name tag, she wasn‘t. 

 

“I’m sorry do I know you?”   She didn’t recognize him
right away but felt as if she recognized him from somewhere.

 

“I’m hurt.  You don’t remember me?  I mean the last
time we saw each other I was wearing my Star Wars t-shirt and
trying to act tough as you drove away with your Dad…”

 

The recognition clicked into place and she said, “Daniel? 
Is it really you?  What are you doing here?  Did you know
I worked here or is this just one of those random
coincidences?”

 

“Hey Tara!  It is me, Daniel.  My mom and I just moved
back into town.  And no, I didn’t know that you worked
here.  You’re all grown up and as beautiful as ever.  But
then again, I never doubted that for a second.”  Tara smiled
as he said that her heart started racing as she felt her face
getting flush.

 

“Yep even more beautiful than I imagined.  What time do you
get off work?”

 

“I’m on till 7pm but I have plans with my best friend
Scarlett.”

 

“Great, I’ll pick you up at 7, then.”  So confident was his
response, even if she had said ‘No’ he would not have heard
her.  He drove away before she could argue the fact.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 2
Sureal


I show up at Tara’s work fifteen minutes before she is to get
off.  My mom dropped me off.  Tara has her driver’s
license and a classic orange-red 1965 Ford Mustang to accompany it
which is cherried out to no end.  It was her Dad’s but became
hers the moment she turned 16 and was legal for her to drive. 
I on the other hand do have my driver’s license but the only access
to a vehicle is my mom’s mini-van.  That’s not really the car
one likes to be seen driving when alone…mom driving and taking me
somewhere is different.  The job front has been elusive; I
could have one if I really tried but decided that I would have my
entire adult life to work and why worry about getting a car when my
best friend has hers.  We’re together practically all the time
as it is anyway.

 

As I walk in the door, the place is deserted and Tara is
scrambling to finish her clean up to get out on time.  But she
seems frazzled and a bit distracted.

 

“Hey, I’m here!  What’s up with you?  Busy
tonight.”

 

“No, just surreal.”

 

“Surreal?  What’s that supposed to mean?  It’s fast
food.”

 

“No, it’s just that…” She trails off and blows out a giant
breath to start again. “Do you remember me telling you about my
childhood friend, Daniel?  His mom and my mom were
friends.”

 

“Yeah, sort of.  Why?”

 

“He and his mom moved back into town and he came thru my drive
thru this evening.”

 

“OK, so what?  Why’re you in a tizzy about him?”

 

“I don’t know really.  He has really grown up, you
know?  And he seems so different and confident.  It’s
just weird, my past.  No one but you really knows about my
past or my mom and her ways.  It just feels like an old wound
is being opened and I don’t know how to sew it back up. Make
sense.”  The worry is spread across her face.  This is so
unlike my confident friend.

 

“Why should that matter?  Is he going to our school this
next year or something?”  I’m starting to get confused and
concerned about her mood.  I’ve never seen her like this
before.

 

“He is coming here, now.  I told him that I get off at 7
o’clock and he just said ‘Great, I’ll pick you up then.’ and drove
away.  I didn’t even get a chance to tell him ‘No‘, or that
you and I had set plans.”

 

“So what does he look like?”  The curiosity is getting the
better of me now.  I want to meet this guy and then I hear the
roar of a motorcycle engine pulling into the parking lot and lights
flash into the dining area.

 

“He looks like that.”  She is pointing at the guy on the
motorcycle.  As I turn around to gawk, Tara has run into the
back to clock out, change, and get her things.

 

I’m watching the most beautiful man/boy I have ever seen and now
understand the nervousness that Tara is feeling.  He just
oozed confidence and sex appeal.  That was the only way to
describe him.

 

As he walks in the door, helmet in hand I am just standing there
staring.  He must be used to strange girls staring at him
because he looks me directly in the eyes, smiles and says,
“Hey.”  Followed by the nod up of the head that every guy
does.

 

I stammer, “Hel…Hello.”  And back myself into a
booth.  I look towards the back of the restaurant hoping that
Tara is coming out shortly.

 

He notices my glance to the back and returns his attentions to
me.  “I’m Daniel.  Are you waiting for Tara also? 
Are you, Scarlett?”

 

“Um, yeah.  I’m Scarlett, Tara’s best friend.”

 

“What a lucky night for me, two beautiful girls in my
company.”

 

I immediately start to blush and am wishing that Tara was here
to help out in this awkward situation.  And as if right on
queue Tara walks out to us both.

 

“Hi Daniel,” she is blushing too.  Who is this girl I think
to myself?  “This is my best friend Scarlett.  Scarlett
this is Daniel.”

 

“Yeah we just met, Tara.  I assumed that she being the only
person in here that may be your friend you had plans with. 
I’m able to put two and two together.”

 

“But you acted like you didn’t hear what I said to you at the
window and just drove off.”

 

“I always hear everything that is told to me.  I just
choose what to listen to and what I want to hear.”  His lips
curl into this amazing smirk with eyes gleaming at his own wit.

 

I interrupt this banter and say, “So Tara.  What’s the plan
then?  Are we still going to the movies or have things
changed?”  I’m looking over at Daniel to make my point and my
mind goes blank.

 

“No, we promised that tonight was the night.”

 

She then turns to Daniel and says, “It was really great seeing
you Daniel, but I’ve already made plans for the evening with
Scarlett.  Maybe we can get together some other time?”

 

“What movie are you going to see?  Maybe I could tag
along?”  The gleam still in his eyes you could see the wheels
turning.

 

“It’s just a chick flick that we have been dying to see.  I
doubt that you would be interested.”

 

Daniel then turns his attentions to me and says,
“Scarlett.  Do you really have your heart set on a movie this
evening?”  Tara is standing behind him nodding her head up and
down to encourage my response to agree with her.

 

“Actually, um, yes I do.”  That was all I could sputter
out.  It was like my tongue had been tied and I was the town
idiot who could barely put a sentence together.  But the
relief on Tara’s face was comical.  I didn’t really understand
where she was coming from.  I would have cancelled on her if
this gorgeous guy came up to me and wanted to go out.  But
like I said this was a very different side of Tara I’d never
seen.

 

“Sorry Daniel but we have to get going.  Let’s get together
some other time.  Come on Scarlett, we don’t want to be
late.”  She is pulling on my arm to get out of the booth and
patting Daniel on his arm as we’re trying to maneuver around him to
get outside.

 

“Uh, Tara?”  Daniel reaches out to grab her hand and he
tugs her towards him.  “I don’t even get a good-bye
hug?”  He doesn’t wait for her reply and wraps his arms around
her in a big bear hug.  Tara has no choice but to reciprocate
and as they are pulling away I notice that he lightly places a kiss
on her check.

 

Her hand instantly goes to where he kisses her and the look of
confusion is obvious.  “Good-bye Daniel.”

 

“Good-bye - for now Tara.  Scarlett, it was great to meet
you.”  He waves and mounts his bike, winks at us then speeds
off with a loud rev of his motorcycle.

 

“Surreal.  Ok you were right.”   I’m elbowing
Tara to get her back on this planet.  “Come on lets go. 
We’re going to be late and miss the previews.”

 

She stumbles toward the car and we climb in.  But she is
still just sitting there staring straight ahead.  So I snap my
fingers in front of her face and go, “Earth to Tara, come in
Tara!”

 

“See what I mean….it is surreal, isn’t it?”

 

“Ok I will admit that he is hotter than any guy we have ever met
or gone to school with, but come on.  What was that? 
That sexy, overconfident, come hither appeal he has going on?”

 

Tara just looks over at me with a roll of her eyes, “Oh
yeah!  You were just so immune to it also….I don’t think
so….you were just as smitten as I was, am, was!  So lay off
bi-otch!”  She is giggling by this point and finally starts
the car.

 

We make it to the movie in time and seem to put the interesting
encounter behind us.  It’s kind of difficult to talk during a
movie anyway.  It was a great chick flick and the girl got the
guy in the end, a happily ever after scenario; but as we’re walking
out to the car our ‘Once upon a time…’ seemed to be just getting
started.
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Chapter 3
Persistant


In the parking lot, leaning against her car is Daniel, a very
persistent Daniel.  Tara stops in her tracks and I stumble in
mine.  What is with this guy and the power he waved over
us?  So surreal, again!

 

“Hello Ladies!  How was your movie?”  Once again with
a smirky grin on his face.

 

Now Tara is snapping back to reality and I can see the annoyance
crossing her face.  “Daniel, what are you doing here? 
It’s late.”

 

“You know my mom.  I don’t have nor do I need a
curfew.  I was cruising by and saw your car.  I thought
I’d give you another chance to come hang out with me.”

 

“Wow, that’s a huge assumption.  What makes you think that
I don’t have a curfew or Scarlett for that matter?”  Her
irritation is quite prevalent now.  This was the Tara I knew
and loved.

 

“I’m sorry, Scarlett do you have a certain time to be
indoors?  I know for a fact that Tara undoubtedly does not
have a curfew.  You forget, I remember and know your dad
too.  He probably could care less how late you are out.”

 

I glance over at Tara from that remark and see her wince
slightly to his statement.  But it was true.  Her Dad
could care less how late she is out.  In Tara’s house she is
basically a non-entity.  That’s why she’s almost always at my
house as it was.  My parents love and adore Tara and treat her
just like their own daughter.  They know of the strain between
her and her Dad.  He is more concerned about his new family
than worry about his almost grown daughter who will be out of the
house by the time she is 18.  No seriously, he told her that
on her 18th birthday she was to move out.  That is
the type of jerk he is.  And he was the lesser of two evils
when it came to choosing which parent to live with when they got
divorced.  Tara told me that the only reason he agreed to have
her live with him was so he wouldn’t have to pay child support to
her mom.  He has one kid; her mom has the other, an even
trade.

 

But before I can respond Tara spits, “That is besides the point
Daniel.  And now I really do not want to spend any time with
you.  So please get off of my car so we can leave to go
home.”

 

“Hey, Hey, Tara.  I’m sorry.  That was a low
blow.  I didn’t mean anything by it.  Please don’t leave
mad.  I’m just curiously interested in you.”  The way he
said that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up but he
continued, “Alright, just don’t write me off so quickly.  Let
me make this official.  Would you like to get together
tomorrow night?  I can call you to make it even more official
and proper.  Please?”   The pleading in his eyes
seemed sincere and I could see Tara breaking down little by
little.

 

“Fine.  Call me on my cell and we can make
arrangements.  I work tomorrow night so we’ll see.”

She gave him her number and we got in the car to leave.

 

****

 

“What the hell was that?”  I ask as we’re heading back to
my house.  “Who is this guy?  And why does he have you so
frazzled?”

 

“I don’t know?  All around, I don’t know.”  She is
totally panicked and I can see her mind racing.

 

“OK, let’s slow down for a minute.  You haven’t seen him
since you were what, 8 or 9 right?  How old is he now? 18,
maybe?  That is approximately10 years.  A lot has
happened in 10 years.  You are a different person.  He is
a different person.  So what is the big conundrum here?”

 

“Like I said, I don’t know.  Do you see how confident and
sure of himself he is?  Not to mention how amazingly
beautiful, and knows it for that matter.  It’s just that I’m a
different person and I don’t want to bring back or re-visit the
past.  I’m all about moving forward and he is anything but
about moving forward.”

 

“How do you know that for sure?  Like you said you’re both
different people, right?  So can’t you give him the benefit of
the doubt?”   If ever there was a statement in my short
little life that I could have taken back, this would have been the
one.  But I was not a fortune teller or seer of the future, so
how could I have known?

 

“You’re right.  I’m over-reacting and should give him the
benefit.  I’ll go out with him tomorrow after work…”  She
glances over at me and smiles, “What do you have planned for
tomorrow night?”

 

“No, I am not going as your back up!  I hate that! 
You know I do.  I’m always odd man out and sitting there
twiddling my thumbs while the guys are fawning all over you. 
Not my idea of a good time.”  I’m grimacing at the thought of
our last outing together and the looser friend of a friend who I
got stuck with the entire night.  Not fun.

 

Smiling sweetly at me and batting her eyelashes she says,
“Please bestest friend in the whole wide world?  I promise to
make it up to you and you know that there is safety in
numbers.  Isn’t that what your Dad is always telling us?”

 

“Low blow, using my Dad’s advice against me.  You
suck!”  For dramatic effect I slouch in my seat and cross my
arms across my chest.  Tara is smiling satisfactorily knowing
that I’m caving and will be accompanying her tomorrow night.

 

“I know.  I win.  I’ll call you with more details on
my break tomorrow.  Thanks.  You’re the best!”

 

“Yeah, yeah.  Just shut your pie hole and get me home
before curfew or I won’t be going anywhere with you tomorrow
night.  Better yet, slow down so I will be late.”

 

Tara puts the pedal to the metal and we get home ten minutes
before curfew.  She is staying the night anyway, so no big
deal either way.  My parents trust us both.  If I’m with
Tara and her with me then my parents give us a little leeway and
trust that we are staying out of trouble.  There had never
been cause for concern before so why should there be any now. 
How I wish that could have been the case by the end of that summer
and the crazy ride we both were about to begin the very next
day.
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Chapter 4
Date Night


The plans were made and we were to meet up with Daniel at the
mall that evening after Tara got off of work.  I was making
her work for it though and had her come pick me up.  I wasn’t
very excited about our outing and didn’t really know what to expect
either.  At least it was at the mall.  I could leave them
for a bit if I got bored and go shopping.  There’s the bright
side at least.  And since I wasn’t completely ecstatic I did
not put much effort into pretty-ing up.  Tara on the other
hand was ecstatic and working really hard at looking perfect and
beautiful.  Like she had to work hard at that?

 

As we head to the mall her nerves are starting to get the better
of her.  I still do not understand this part of her. 
Tara is the one who always calm, cool and collected.  She is a
rock in any situation and to see her so insecure and doubting
herself, it was just a strange person to be around.  Or is it
stranger?

 

To break the tension I start to ramble about my uneventful day
and put in a CD to rock out too.  The Red Hot Chili
Peppers.  I love being co-pilot.  If there was ever a
place that I felt the safest and most comfortable was when Tara and
I were together cruising’ in the Mustang.  The freedom and
absolute space to ourselves we got there was
unbelievable. 

 

We get into the parking lot and the mall is packed.  It’s a
Friday night and the movie theatre and restaurants are
overflowing.  We see some kids from school and wave our
“Hello’s” but keep moving in search for the perfect parking
spot.  I can tell that Tara is in the zone inside her head and
trying to calm her nerves so she can put on a brave face.

 

I know that she wants to be here and doesn’t want to be
here.  So I guess it is a good thing that I’m by her side for
moral support.  I just hope that the night isn’t a disaster
and I’m not left high and dry.  Tara would never ditch out on
me but my own insecurities are there too and you never know. 
There’s always a first time.  Even I could see the influence
that Daniel seemed to have over whoever came into contact with
him.  I’m intrigued by this boy too but the little voice in my
head is starting to nag at me.  I just don’t know what it’s
saying, yet.

 

Daniel is there waiting.  Right on time and not alone
either.  Uhg!  I knew it.  This was going to try and
be a set up for me also.  They never work, I hate that part of
being best friends, or back-up, or co-pilot, or wingman for any of
my friends.  Whatever.  I have yet to meet and fall for
one of the friends of the guy that is currently interested in
Tara.  I am not picky, but I have no patience for stupidity or
immaturity.  Nine times out of ten they usually have one or
both of those qualities.  Let the games begin!

 

“Hey Tara, Scarlett.  I’m glad you could make
it.”   He is completely focused on Tara and she is trying
to focus on not being a bumbling basket case.

 

“Hello Daniel.  Who is your friend?”  Tara replies and
looks at me in the process.  Shrugging her shoulders and
shaking her head to let me know she did not plan this part of the
evening.  Daggers are flying from my eyes at her and
Daniel.  I really hate this part.

 

“This is my friend Matty.  Actually, he is my step-brother
of sorts.  His dad and my mom got married a few years
back.  They just got divorced.  That’s why we moved back
here.  The only good part of their split was that we got Matty
in the process.  He came out with us.”   He slaps
Matty on the back and there is a look of pride in his eyes as he
introduced him to us.

 

“Hi. Um, nice to meet you…both.  Daniel has told me so much
about you.”  He is quiet and soft spoken.  He looks about
16 with light brown hair and blue eyes.  Tall and a bit
lanky.  Skinny but on his way to developing some nice muscle
tone and definition.  He is actually cute in a shy reserved
sort of way.

 

Daniel speaks up quickly and directs it towards me.  “I’m
sorry Scarlett.  This is not meant as a ‘set up’.  Tara
mentioned that you were coming and Matty is new to the area. 
I figured any friend of Tara’s would be more than understanding and
hospitable for showing my brother here the ropes to a new
town.  He looked so pitiful just sitting there on the couch.
 How could I leave him behind?”   He is smiling at
me and messing up Matty’s hair in the mean time.

 

I roll my eyes and glare at him.  This charm of his is
starting to wear thin and I’m not going to let him off so easily
either.  “Fine.  Matty it is nice to meet you.  I
just want to lay out some ground rules before we get started this
fine evening.”   That was directed at Daniel.

 

“Ground rules?”  He raises one eyebrow and crosses his arms
across his chest.  “This should be good.”

 

“Yes, ground rules.  First, no ditching out on me and my
new friend here.”  I’m motioning with my thumb over at
Matty.  He looks relieved at that first rule.

 

“Second, I’m here as moral support for Tara as I’m sure Matty is
here for you.  But I somehow doubt that.   And
lastly, don’t mess with my friend here.”   Tara takes in
a breath and starts to pinch me.  I evade her attempt and hold
my hands up to stop her.

 

“You brought me here, so I feel that I have a right to set up
some guide lines.  I’m supposed to be looking out for your
best interest, right bestest friend?”  This was her pay
back.  And no matter how embarrassed she may be acting, she
knew I was right.

 

With a roll of her eyes Tara concedes and says, “Fine
Scarlett.  Anything else you’d like to add?  But let me
say I appreciate your being here and I did not know that Daniel was
bringing some one too.  I swear.”   Tara looks
sincere and I take her word for it.  But she knew that my
irritation of another ‘set-up’ was valid.

 

“Wow!  I have never seen that type of ground work
communication in such a short period of time.  You guys really
do have each other’s backs.  I’m impressed.”  The look on
Daniels face is full of sarcasm and mischievousness.

 

“Just don’t forget it,” was Tara’s quick reply.  She was
coming back into her own and the nerves had been put to the
sideline at the moment.

 

“Alrighty then, Ladies.”  He makes a sweeping gesture with
his arm and bows at the waist. “Shall we start the evening? 
Are you hungry?  We can eat here in the food court, or we can
go to one of the nicer restaurants?”

 

Tara looks at me and then says, “If I have to eat one more fast
food meal, I might scream.  Let’s have a sit down meal.” 
She winks at me; once again my Dad’s advice is wielding its ugly
head.  He would tell us to make a guy treat us like the ladies
we were.  And fast food on a first date, or first ‘hang out’
was not acceptable.

 

We decided on the Cheesecake Factory.  It was crazy busy
and the wait was long, but Daniel said that we’re in no hurry so
why not hang out and wait.  We make ourselves comfortable on
the benches outside the restaurant and start the getting to know
you game. 

 

I start because Tara is getting back to her regular self but is
still holding back. “So, Daniel, Matty -   when did you
guys move back to lovely San Diego?  And where from Colorado
did you come from?”

 

“We came from just outside of Denver, a town called Castle
Rock.  And we’ve been back in San Diego for about two months
now.  But we’re living in Spring Valley with my mom,
Jean.”   Daniel looks at Tara with a slight grin and Tara
once again has this dumb founded look on her face.

 

“Spring Valley?”  She says, “Then what brought you to El
Cajon and my drive thru window?”

 

“OK, guilty.”  He’s holding up his hands innocently. 
“I wanted to look you up and it didn’t take much to find you. 
Jean called your mom as soon as we got back into town.  She
had mentioned that you were working at the Frosty Freeze in El
Cajon, so I took a chance and drove out to see if you were
there.”

 

“Why are you here?”  Tara’s tone is harsh, almost
demanding.

 

“I don’t understand what you mean?”  Daniel says.

 

“I mean, why are you here?  With me?  What are you
expecting to get out of this?”

 

“Geez Tara, I don’t get where this is coming from.  I
wanted to see you.  My old friend and see how life has been
treating her.  I’ve never forgotten about you but it seems
that you have tried to forget about me.  Why is that?” 
Daniel’s curiosity is peaked and antagonizing.

 

“Daniel, I don’t want to get into this.  Not now.  Not
ever.  That was a really difficult time for us both.  We
were both so young and to see our own mothers hanging out with dead
beat losers, getting drunk and high.  Ignoring us, letting us
fend for ourselves at the age of 7 and 8.  I have worked my
hardest to stay away from that life the minute I left.  I’m
sorry that I had to leave you behind but I had to do what I had to
do.  You don’t know the whole story.”

 

“Then explain it to me.  I never understood why you
left.  And to go with of all people, your dad.  I just
didn’t get it.  You hated your dad.  Why would go to live
with him?”

 

By this point, Tara’s eyes are starting to well up with
tears.  I knew this pain and the back story to her cover for
living with her dad.  I was the only one she ever told. 
It was too painful for her to recall and seeing Daniel is bringing
it all back to the fore front.  I couldn’t leave her hanging,
so I stepped in.

 

“Daniel, if you ever were her friend.  Just leave it alone.
OK?  Just leave it alone right now.”   I’m looking
him straight in the eyes and the recognition of the moment clicked
within him. 

 

He looks over at Tara, puts his arm around her and says, “I’m
sorry.  I seem to be doing that a lot recently.  I’ll
leave it alone, for now.  But please know that I’m here when
and if you’re ready to tell me the whole story.  Don’t lock me
out, just yet.  Give me a chance too. OK?”  He gives her
another one armed squeeze and kisses the top of her head.  She
looked so small in his arms, those little girl eyes peering up at
this strangely new but dependable old friend.

 

I can see the wheels turning in Daniels head and his eyes
probing at me for more information.  I would never betray Tara
that way and he could read the devotion to my broken friend.

 

To break the tension of the moment I turn to Matty, “So Matty
what’s going on with you?  Anything light and interesting you
could add to the conversation?”   I smile my most
inviting smile at him and he blushes embarrassed by the focus being
turned onto him.

 

“I, um.  I’m not that exciting or interesting.  I’ve
just turned 16 last week and am going to get my driver’s license
next week.”   He looks at me hopelessly, shrugging his
shoulders.

 

“Well that’s great!  Happy Birthday to you!  We can
make this your birthday dinner celebration with two new perfect
strangers to interrogate and embarrass you with an obnoxious sing
song and free dessert!  Perfect!”   He blushes even
more while Tara and Daniel start to laugh at his discomfort.

 

Daniel comes to his rescue though, “Don’t worry Matty.  I
wouldn’t feed you to the wolves so early this evening.  We’re
just getting started,” he laughs and winks at me.  “Don’t be
too hard on him Scarlett; he is rather shy and inexperienced.”

 

“Lucky for me I like shy.  I won’t be too hard on you
Matty.  But I’m not letting you off the hook from getting a
free dessert.  You can’t say ‘No’ to dessert.”

 

By the time we are seated and have placed our orders we are
having relaxed conversation and getting to know one another
easily.  Daniel did not finish High School.  He was to
have graduated last year, but because his mom was going through a
pretty ugly divorce, they moved around a bit more often and school
went on the back burner.  But he did manage to complete his
GED and has been working construction whenever he can.  Matty
on the other hand had managed to stay in school and will be a
junior this coming fall.  He really is an interesting
kid.  He is totally into art and according to Daniel is the
greatest most talented artist you will ever meet.  Daniel
couldn’t stop singing praises for his little brother.

 

Tara and I talked about school and the activities we were
involved in.  Of course they both picked up on the popularity
vibe from us both yet didn’t give us too difficult a time because
we were.  Tara did mention that I was going to be on the
yearbook staff for this our senior year and that I too was a
talented artist.  That is what helped to get me there this
coming year.  I’m pretty conservative when it comes to my
artistry.  I think I’m ok, but my fan club, Tara and my
parents, think differently.

 

Daniel was attentive and considerate throughout the
evening.  But both Matty and I could see where his eyes were
most of the evening.  It was as if you could see the web being
spun between the two of them.  Tara had composed herself and
was returning to her normal, happy at ease self during
dinner.  I swear she can be oblivious at times but her gaze
was constantly drawn back onto Daniel.  It was like he was
claiming her as his and she was willingly letting him do so.

 

Tara’s boyfriend history is actually quite short.  She has
had maybe three semi-serious boyfriends.  But they never
lasted very long.  She is always kind and loving but also
guarded and closed off when it came to getting truly involved with
a boy.  They usually parted ways as friends and her reputation
was never marred from the break-ups.  She was amazing in that
department.  She usually gave them the “I’m not really ready
for a serious relationship because I’m so focused on school and
getting into a good college” speech.

 

But by the end of dinner I could tell that that speech was not
going to fly with Daniel.  He was too persistent and wouldn’t
waiver from his focus of her.   Tara I don’t think was
strong enough to come out from under his spell either.  It had
been cast and there would be no turning back.

 

After dinner and our free dessert we decided to go to the coffee
shop close to the Frosty Freeze.  Tara and I went in her
mustang.  Daniel and Matty followed on Daniel’s
motorcycle.  I wanted to make sure that we were at least
closer to home in case Daniel tried to persuade Tara to venture
elsewhere.  Matty wanted to check out Tara’s place of
employment but she wasn’t having that. 

 

“I worked there all afternoon and you want me to end my day
there?  I don’t think so.  Have your brother bring you in
some other time.  Or better yet, when you get your license,
soda’s on me!”   She winked at him while he blushed
profusely.  It was kind of cute.

 

Then an unexpected turn of events happened in the middle of
coffee.  Daniel turned his focus onto me, his complete and
undivided attentions.  I, being the trusting and blind girl,
had no idea as to the what or why in games that people play and was
about to get a crash course.

 

His eyes were piercing and intent on getting information, “So
Scarlett, do you have a boyfriend?”

 

“Uh, no.  If I did do you think I would be here with you
guys right now?  I’d be with him.”  He started off light
and I was trying to keep it there, light.

 

“OK then, no boyfriend.  When was the last boyfriend you
had and why are you no longer together?”   Matty
straightened up in his chair to get a better listen to this
answer.  Tara just rolled her eyes and settled back in her
chair, pouting.

 

“Yeah, my last boyfriend.  We broke up last year around
this time, actually.  We were together for about nine months,
nice guy till I found out he cheated on me.  No second chances
in my book.  So I cut my losses and broke it off.  Tara
was there for the unnecessary high school drama.  Summer came
and he went no story really.”

 

“You were with him though for nine months, right?”  Daniel
is going for something but I couldn’t figure it out just yet.

 

“Yeah, and?”

 

“So did you sleep with him?”  That’s where he was
going…

 

“Uh, that’s none of your business.  Why would you ask me
that?  It’s kind of private, more than personal.”  
My irritation was more than present and if the flames of hell could
have flown from my eyes they would have.

 

Tara tried to step in to change the subject but Daniel had his
sights set and they were not wavering, from me.  “From the
obvious deflection and your bff stepping in, I’m going to assume
that you didn’t sleep with him and that is why he cheated.”
 He is smirking and continues, “Am I right?  Or am I
wrong?  But I’m betting on the first.”

 

“Wow.  You are just so perceptive there Daniel. 
Wanting to know if I’m a virgin or easy?  Is this for your
benefit or for Matty’s?”  I glance over at Matty and see his
embarrassment resurfacing.  I kind of felt bad for him. 
It’s not his fault that his brother is proving to be an
inconsiderate jerk.

 

Matty is uncomfortable and actually steps up to my
defense.  “Come on Daniel.  Lay off.  Why do you
always have to do this?  We were having a good time.”  He
turns to me and says, “I’m sorry Scarlett.  My brother here
can be a real jerk at times.”

 

By now my feathers are ruffled and the voice in the back of my
head is screaming at me.  I look to Tara, “I have had fun
tonight aside from the last five minutes but my curfew is just
around the corner.  I think we should be heading home. 
Tara, are you ready?”

 

“Scarlett, I’m sorry. That was very rude of me.  Don’t
leave on my account.  I was out of line and promise to be the
perfect gentleman from here on out.  Please forgive me and
think about giving me another chance?”   Daniel is
looking from me to Tara with an expression of apology across his
face.  But the eyes, that’s where I always look for true
sincerity.  I didn’t see it there, yet Tara seemed to be
convinced and willing to forgive and forget instantly.

 

“You know what Daniel?  I’ll give you this once.  I am
a forgiving person but I don’t forget as easily.  For Tara’s
sake I’m willing to stick it out.  For Tara’s sake, and maybe
Matty’s too.”   I wink at Matty and smile. “So Tara what
do you want to do?  I was kind of serious about my curfew
though.  I need to start heading back.”

 

Tara snaps out of her trance and says, “Yeah, we should start
heading home.  It’s been a long day for me and I have work
tomorrow too.”

 

Daniel and Matty look disappointed to calling it a night. 
So much for other people having curfews and parents to answer
too.  I get up to move the party along and head out towards
the car.  Begrudgingly everyone slowly follows.  Now is
the awkward time of saying good night and good bye.  I, of
course, have no intentions for kissing Matty good night.  He’s
a nice kid and all, but I see him more as a brother-type or
possible friend.  No love interest there and no surprise
either.

 

Tara is on the driver’s side getting ready to hop in so we could
leave.  Of course Daniel is glued to her side and waiting to
pounce.  Excuse me, be a gentleman, get the door for her and
bid her good night.  He reached for Tara’s hand as she is
getting the door handle and turns her around facing him. 
Matty is on my side trying not to intrude on their private
moment.

 

Given the fact that Matty is such a shy kid I didn’t have to
worry about any evasive maneuvers to avoid uninvited advances, I
try to make things as light as possible with him and the time we
have to kill while waiting for the other good bye to finish.

 

“I’m thinking that there is a possibility of our seeing each
other again in the very near future.  And since we are such
great ‘friends’ to our friends over there,”  I’m pointing my
thumb in Daniel and Tara’s general direction, “I think we should at
least have each other’s cell numbers to be on the safe side. 
What do you think?”

 

He smiles sheepishly and replies, “That would be great.  Do
you think, to save some face with my brother, that I could tell him
that I asked for your number and you willingly gave it to me?”

 

I laugh and lightly slap him on the shoulder, “Sure Matty. 
You’re a pretty cool kid.  But know that this is as friends,
ok?  I’m glad that this non set-up actually worked to our
benefit and I was wrong.”

 

He looks at my curiously, “Wrong? “

 

“Yeah, I’m guilty of pre-judgment there.  Sorry.  It’s
just that I have been burned quite a few times and can’t say that
any set-up has ever worked out for me and none of them have been
able to at least be called a friend.  You know?”

 

Matty really does have a sweet face and it lights up when he
smiles. “Cool.  At least I can say I made a friend
tonight.  Thanks for putting up with me.”

 

“Like I said, I think we’ll be seeing a lot of each other this
summer.”  I look over at Tara and she’s opening the door to
get in.  “Talk to you later.”  I wave my goodbyes to
Matty and Daniel then hop in the car.

 

Daniel leans down as Tara rolls down her window.  He nods a
goodbye to me and says, “Thanks for being such a good friend to
Tara here.  You’re pretty interesting to have
around.”   He taps the door frame and lightly brushes his
hand across Tara’s cheek.  “See you girls soon.  C’mon
Matty let’s get going.”   They both turn and leave.
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Chapter 5
Recap


Tara and I drive home in quiet.  There is a comfortable
silence between the two of us but I can’t help but wonder what she
is thinking or feeling or considering.  For me and my thoughts
the wary voice in the back of my head accompanied with red flags
all over the place.  I see them now and hear the flapping of
the flags.  I just don’t know if my friend does.

 

“So?  How would you rate this evening’s event?”  
I had to break the silence.  I want to know where her head is
at.

 

“I’d say very interesting, almost educational.  I didn’t
know that you were or could be so over-protective.”  She is
smiling at me but I could tell her thoughts were elsewhere.

 

I should say something to her; reveal what my gut is telling me,
to run as far away as possible.  That this will lead to no
good.  Yet as I’m thinking this, she is my friend, my smart,
beautiful, fully capable, intelligent friend.  She has to be
having a similar gut response.  We are usually so in sync with
one another.  I think back to my earlier advice.  Maybe
the doubt is over and she sees clearly.

 

“Seriously though?  How would you rate it?  Are you
going to see him again?”  I’m chickening out on the abrupt
caution, so I’m fishing instead.

 

“I thought things overall went well.  I must admit that I
was a bit uncomfortable when he focused all his attentions on you
at the coffee shop but you seemed to straighten him out.  Not
too bad, by the way.  What did you think of his brother
Matty?  An interesting possibility…maybe?”

 

She is changing direction on me.  She does not want to talk
about Daniel.  That little sneak!  I won’t let her off so
easily.  “Matty seems like a nice kid and I stress, Kid. 
And since I’m guessing that there is a strong possibility of seeing
them again soon, it will be nice to have another friend
around.  Am I right in that assumption?”

 

She just grins at my last comment and keeps her eyes on the
road.

 

“Tara.  Are you going to see Daniel again?  How far
are you thinking of taking things with him?  Tara?”

 

“He wants to take me out on a one on one date tomorrow
night.  He asked me just before we left.  What harm is
there in another date, right?  After all you told me to give
him the benefit of the doubt…”  

 

There it was, my very own advice biting me in the ass. 
There was no turning back now.  She liked him.  That was
all there was to it.  I would now have to be the best friend
that proceeded with caution and a sharp eye out for any
problems.  All this meant was, drama.  It wasn’t going to
be the quiet and calm summer I had pictured.  Nope, now it
just reeks of teen-drama. 

 

“Fine then.  But I think you should be careful around him
Tara.  There is something about him.  I can’t figure it
out quite yet, but that little voice in my head is saying ‘be
careful’.  I take it you don’t have the same outlook?”

 

“Scarlett, you are always so overly cautious.  Why is
that?  I thought I was the one with commitment issues, but
you?  You are so…so… Oh I don’t know what the word is but just
trust me, ok?  I’m a big girl and I think that this has the
potential to be a good thing.  I’ve never felt or even come
close to experiencing such an instant attraction or connection with
one guy before.  It’s weird and kind of scary but exciting all
at the same time.  Have you ever seen any one like him
before?”   There it was.  She was smitten and only
time would tell where things would lead.

 

The word she was looking for to describe me was, distrustful.
 I’m not an overly negative person, but I do tend to lean
towards the cautious side.  I never just run head first into
anything.  I watch, I listen, I learn, and then I make a
decision.  I see nothing wrong in that.  That approach
has gotten me far and kept me out of trouble too.

 

We get to my house in more than enough time before curfew and I
ask if Tara is going to come inside.  I don’t have to ask my
parents if she can stay over.  She just does when ever, school
night or not.  It is the start of summer and I thought she was
going to stay tonight.  So her response surprised me.

 

“No.  I need to head home.  I don’t have my work
clothes and there are a few things I have to take care of. 
But I’ll call you tomorrow.  Thanks again for coming out with
me tonight.  It really meant a lot.  You’re a great
friend.  Daniel is definitely right in that department.”

 

I look at her for a second and start to say something but just
go with, “Ok.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow.  Drive
safe.” 

 

As she drives off I’m looking at her break lights but instead of
hearing the rumbling of the Mustang’s engine, I swear, I hear the
flapping of flags in the wind.  I shake my head to clear my
thoughts and hearing as I start towards the front door.

 

My dad is, of course, waiting up for us watching T.V., usually
the History Channel or a Documentary of sorts.  Tonight was
WWII.

 

“Hey sweetheart.  How was your night?”  He is looking
past me to see if Tara is right behind.

 

“Tara had some things to take care of at home so it’s just me
here tonight.”  I smile at my dad and lean down to give him a
good night kiss.  Another rule of his:  No sneaking
straight upstairs and avoiding the parents after an evening
out.

 

“So how was it?  Did they try to set you up with
anybody?”  He is chuckling to himself as I react accordingly
with an eye roll and huff at the same time.  “Who was it this
time and how bad was he?”

 

It is amazing to me how observant my dad can be at times. 
I talk with my dad but I don’t necessarily confide in him all that
often either.  I know my mom keeps him in the loop but still,
it’s my dad.  “I guess I should have seen that one coming,
right?  But honestly it wasn’t too awful, just
different.  Tara is already smitten with Daniel.  I on
the other hand made a new friend, Matty; he is Daniel’s step
brother.  Nice kid.  And since I think we’ll be seeing a
lot of each other this summer, it will be nice to have a comrade in
arms.   Ha ha!”  I point to the war documentary on
the T.V. to make my point.

 

Dad chuckles at my pun and says, “Good one.  But on a
serious note, when do I get to meet these boys?  If you think
that there will be more time spent with them, I’d like an
introduction.”   My dad gotta love him and his
over-protective, filled with concern, yet underlined with love,
rules.  There really aren’t too many and they have come in
handy once or twice.  So I can’t complain.

 

“I’ll talk with Tara and let you know if there is another outing
in our future.  She might be going out alone with Daniel
tomorrow night.  An official one on one date.”   I’m
a bit sarcastic in my last remark and dad picks up on it.

 

“What’s that supposed to mean?  Don’t you like this,
Daniel?”

 

“I don’t know yet.  I had a good time tonight,
overall.  But something has got me wondering but

I haven’t figured it out just yet.  It’s probably
nothing.”

 

“Don’t just sweep things under the rug sweetheart.  If
something is bugging you then you’re probably on to
something.  I know you’ll figure it out and when you do I’m
here if you need me.”   He smiles and then yawns. 
“I’m going to hit the hay now that you are home safe and
sound.  Good night Scarlett.  I love you.”

 

“G’night Dad, love you too.”
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Chapter 6
Plans


The next morning is uneventful.  I slept in then dragged my
butt downstairs around noon.  No call from Tara, yet.
 But we don’t have plans today or for this evening.  I
need to make some extra cash anyways, so I’m sure there is a
babysitting job just around the corner.  It’s Saturday and I
should get at least one last minute call in search of a
sitter.  Then again, not doing anything would be nice too.

 

It’s quiet at my house.  My folks and sister are out
running errands I’m sure.  Thank you to them for letting me
sleep-in.  I never get to do that.  I take advantage of
the peace and quiet and jump on the computer.  MySpace is my
latest crutch.  Everyone is on it and it helps to keep in the
know of the latest parties, drama, or any other useless things that
can be gossiped about online.

 

I check on my messages first, nothing too important.  My
friend Tyler sent a message saying that there’s a bonfire party at
the beach tonight.  Sounds interesting and a possible outing,
but getting there will have to be worked out.  If Tara is out
with Daniel then I’ll need to make other arrangements.  This
sounds better than babysitting.  And since it is now 12:23pm
and no one has called me to baby-sit I think I can make other
arrangements.

 

I message him back asking if he is driving and if I can hitch a
ride.  Tyler and I have been friends since our freshman
year.  I know originally he was interested in me to be more
than friends, but I just couldn’t see him that way.  Luckily
we were able to morph into good friends.  No egos were damaged
in the process.  He has met my family, my dad approves of him
and so does my sister.  I think she has a tiny crush on him
too.  It’s cute, but Paige is only 14.   It will be
an interesting school year this coming fall.  She will be a
freshman and I’ll be a senior.  All of my male friends know
that she will be off limits though.  I am definitely
over-protective when it comes to my little sis.

 

I surf around a bit to see who else is on line but all is pretty
dead.  I’ll have to check back to see if Tyler got my
message.  Otherwise I’ll call him later.  I log off and
go back to my room. 

 

The nagging feeling of last night is still present no matter how
hard I try to push it to the back of my mind.  I give up
waiting for Tara to call so I text her instead.

 

“Hey!  What’s up?  Did you make plans for 2nite? 
U @ work?”

 

If she is at work it may be awhile before she gets back to me so
I decide to jump in the shower and get ready to go out, hopefully
soon.  I turn on the stereo playing my latest CD purchase and
guilty pleasure, Britney Spears.

 

I do some of my best thinking in the shower.  It’s my
think-tank.  I’ve even had a few great epiphanies in there
too.  Today not so much, just rambling thoughts.  I start
thinking about the bonfire at the beach.  Wondering who might
be there.  If there are any guys that I have a slight interest
in that may be there.  Potential boyfriends?  It would be
nice to have a boyfriend.  A summer-fling even. 

 

Maybe I should get a job?  That could help in the
pocketbook department and maybe even open the door to new friend
possibilities, boyfriend possibilities.   I wonder if
Tara would be open to my working at the Frosty Freeze with
her.  Nah.  Then we wouldn’t be able to hang out as
often.  I bet there would be schedule conflicts and we’d never
see each other.  Besides, do I really want to work in a fast
food joint? 

 

I hope she has gotten my text.  I’m dying to know what she
has planned for this evening.  Should I tell her about the
beach?  Maybe they could show up there.  If I do that,
then do I call Matty and tell him about it too?  I’m jumping
to conclusions here.  Why would I want to invite Matty or
Daniel for that matter?   I’ll just mention it to
her.  Besides it should be fun hanging out with Tyler and some
of the gang.  Haven’t really seen anyone since school’s been
out.

 

I get out and towel off.  I take a quick glance at my phone
and no new messages.  I decide to give Tyler a call and end up
with his voicemail.  Does no one want to talk to me
today?  I leave him a message to call me to make arrangements
for the beach.  As I’m leaving the voicemail I get a text in
the middle.  It’s from Tara.

 

“Hey S.  Yes @ work.  Will call u l8r.  Going out
w/ Daniel 2nite!  Cant wait! Xoxo”

 

I text her back saying, “Have fun & be safe.  I want
details.  Going to hang w/ Tyler at beach 2nite. 
Bonfire.  U should stop by.  Xoxo.”

 

By this time I hear the garage door opening up and my sister is
running up the stairs, barging into my room.  “Scarlett! 
Are you awake?”

 

I think she was hoping to be obnoxious by being loud and trying
to wake me up.  “Hate to break it to you, but been up for
awhile!”

 

She sticks her tongue out at me and starts to make herself
comfortable in my room.  “What are you doing then?”

 

“Nothing really.  Trying to make plans for tonight. 
Thinking about what to wear and all the important things that go
along with being a teenage girl.”

 

Paige rolls her eyes at my sarcasm, “It is so tough being you,
sister!  Your social calendar must be booked up solid.” 
She smiles at her own sarcasm and pats herself on the back.

 

“Just you wait and see.  I can’t wait to see how your
social life turns out once you start High School.”   I
pull out a blue tank top and hold it up to myself looking in the
mirror.  Paige shakes her head and wrinkles her nose.  I
grab another t-shirt and get an approving nod instead.

 

“Where are you going tonight anyway?”

 

“The beach.  Tyler messaged me that there’s a bonfire and
some of the kids from school are getting together.  Sounds
like fun, so why not?”

 

Paige’s ears really perked up at the mention of Tyler, “Can I
come?”

 

“Uh, No.  I don’t think mom and dad are ready to let you go
out and stay out late at night with a bunch of high
schoolers.   I’m not ready for that either.”  
I smile at my pretty little sister and her pouting face. “I’m
sorry, Paige.  Not tonight.  Maybe the next one, Ok?”

 

“You promise?”  She looks a bit hurt but could probably be
appeased with the promise of a potential beach party or outing at a
later date.

 

“Sure.  I promise.”   I cross my heart and hold
up my hand in solemn promise.

 

“Great!  Then if you’re going to the beach don’t wear that
t-shirt either.  Duh!  Wear your new two piece bathing
suit with the sundress that we just bought last weekend.  Pull
your hair back and I’ll loan you my headband that will be the final
touch to a perfect outfit for the beach.”   She is
running out of my room giggling at my astounded look and
irritation. 

 

Paige is so much better at fashion and accessorizing.  I
rarely pay attention and don’t really care what I wear when going
out.  But if Paige is around while I’m getting ready, I’d be
stupid not to take her advice.  She’s usually right anyway so
why fight it?
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Chapter 7
Declarations & Announcements


Tyler did finally get back to me, but not by calling.  He
just showed up at my house.  Three hours before we even needed
to be there.  But it’s fine.  Like I said, my family
knows and likes him.  Paige conveniently positioned herself on
the bar stools at the counter within his eye and ear shot while we
were hanging out in the kitchen, rummaging through the pantry for
food to bring with us.

 

“I’m not surprised by your lack of planning, Tyler.  Did
you know that I would say yes to the bonfire and then supply the
food?  How many people are we talking here
anyway?”   I can never stay mad at him for long. 
Smiles are my weakness and Tyler has got a great one.

 

He really is a cute boy and I’d be all over him if it weren’t
for the fact that I see him as my good friend and there is no
chemistry what so ever between us.  Tyler is your typical
surfer guy.  Medium length, shaggy sun bleached blond
hair.  Tan face and body from so many long days at the
beach.  His blue-grey eyes crinkle at the edges when he smiles
and that in turn lights up his face.  As I mentioned before,
quite the disarming smile with perfect white teeth.  Never had
braces and I’m not bitter or hold that against him one bit. 
Yeah right, Jerk!  He is tallish; I’d say about six foot to
match his surfer physique.  I can see why Paige is goo-goo
over him.

 

“I didn’t say that you are feeding everyone, just us with maybe
a little extra just in case.  Do you really want to stop and
get fast food, which will be soggy by the time we eat it, or be
somewhat responsible and make sandwiches and bring some chips and
soda?”

 

“Fine be that way!  You know you can be replaced,
right?”   I’m winking over at Paige while she is giggling
at our banter.

 

My Mom walks in and Tyler can’t resist an Eddie Haskell moment,
“Hello Mrs. Hunter.  How are you this fine afternoon?”

 

Of course she knows his game but kindly plays along, “Why Hello
Tyler.  So nice to see you and you’re shopping in my kitchen
again I see…”  Mom pats him on the back and Tyler just smiles
widely at her, which in turn my mom caves too.  “Just don’t
eat us out of house and home.  Scarlett, don’t overdo it
ok?”

 

“Sure mom, no problem.  Tyler said that we’re only feeding
half the get-together instead of the whole.”   I’m
laughing at Tyler while he displays an innocent look and slight
shrug of the shoulders.

 

“Great.  Who knew that having two teenage daughters meant
feeding all of their teenage friends?  That was definitely not
in the manual.”   My Mom is great though and all of my
friends love my parents.  I could not have asked for a better
set and everyone seems to be in agreement.

After my mom left us to our own devices I resume my conversation
with Tyler, “So who is going to be there?  Anyone of interest
for you,” I glance over at Paige, her ears perked, “Or me?”

 

I think Tyler is aware of Paige’s interest in him so he lightly
glosses over the list of people who may be there and says, “But
know one of major interest for me, I’ve only got eyes for a certain
girl whose sister won’t let me give her the time of day until she
is of legal age…” He winks at Paige and she beams a grin from ear
to ear.  She’ll be able to go off of that compliment for
days.

 

“What about Tara?  Is she working tonight or will she be
able to join the unruly masses?”

 

“Uh, no.  She has plans tonight.  So it’ll just be me,
if that’s ok with you?” 

 

Tyler picks up on the apprehension and asks. “Plans? With
who?”

 

I don’t want to go into too much detail so I give him the
lighter version of the story. “She’s getting together with an old
friend of hers, Daniel.  I told her about the bonfire in a
text, so we’ll see if she stops by.  But I kind of doubt
it.  They were looking for some one on one time.  You
know?” 

 

“Got it.  One on one.  Well the more the merrier but
I’m glad that I’ll get you all to myself, that and the rest of the
group.  Come on; let’s get this put together so we can go to
the beach a bit early.  I can try to catch a few sets before
the party gets started.”   He winks at Paige and
playfully shoves me towards the pantry for more supplies.

 

It is a beautiful summer day.  Late June and the weather is
perfect.  Not a cloud in sight, rich deep blue of the sky
meeting the midnight blue of the ocean horizon.  There are
seagulls flocking over the boardwalk harassing the tourists for
food.  The beach is crowded but you can tell that late
afternoon is setting in because people are starting to pack up and
head home.  Exhausted, sun burned and covered in sand while
juggling their beach supplies and crabby kids.

 

I am fully prepared to hang out and enjoy the last of the sun
rays.  I have my iPod ready, my oversized beach towel with
mermaids swimming in a purple haze and a book for good
measure.  Paige was of course right on the outfit and I was
happy to show off my new swim suit.

 

Tyler was barely paying attention to my setting up our
spot.  He was more focused on the wave sets and hoping that
the gods were in his favor.  I could see his look of
disappointment because even I could tell that it didn’t look
promising.  Mornings are always better but some surfing is
better than no surfing.  His expression changed quickly though
when he noticed me getting ready to lounge on my towel.

 

“Damn, Scarlett!  You’re killing me here.  How can I
concentrate out there now when you look so good sitting here? 
You sure that there is no possibility of our hooking up?  Just
a summer fling even…”  He is flashing a wicked grin at me with
humor behind his eyes.

 

“Oh Tyler,” I dramatically sigh and put my arm across my
forehead while placing my hand on my heart, “you sweet talker
you.  Thanks for the off handed compliment but I’ll have to
get back to you on your other offer.  We’ll see how desperate
I get by the end of summer.  Then I’ll let you
know.”   He stumbles backwards grabbing at his chest as I
shoot him down, again, for the millionth time.

 

“Fine then.  I’ll just work off my frustration in the cold
salt water.”  I look up at him ready with another smart remark
but he gets up, holds out his hand to stop me and continues with,
“Paddling out now.  No other comment is necessary, thank
you.”

 

He strips off his ratty t-shirt showing his tan cut stomach and
grabs his board to head out.  I just chuckle under my breath
and let him go.  I can always count on him for a laugh.

 

I check my phone one last time before I get settled in. 
Hoping that Tara has texted me back or called at least.  But
there weren’t any messages or missed calls.  I need to stop
obsessing and let Tara be.  She is a big girl and can handle
herself.  So I’m putting her out of my mind and am going to
enjoy this leisure time and look forward to seeing the gang. 
It’s going to be fun and I need a fun distraction.

 

****

 

After a couple of hours the crowd of friends has grown and I’m
easily engrossed in the latest gossip of hook ups and break
ups.  Summer is officially upon us and the high school drama
seems to be never ending.  Tyler, the social butterfly, is
occupied with getting the bonfire big and bright enough.  One
of the guys brought a bunch of wood pallets from his summer job
working at one of the wholesale grocery stores.  And it
wouldn’t be a party without a keg or two also.  It always
amazes me how the alcohol always turns up conveniently hidden in
some latest contraption.  I’m not a big drinker.  I’ll
have an occasional drink but never going overboard and drugs have
never appealed to me either.  I think it has to do with the
control freak factor in me.  I do not like losing control and
do not want to be made a fool.  Besides, people watching all
my idiot friends is way too fun to get plastered along with them
and forget the stupid crap they decide to pull at the latest party
or event.

 

I’m sitting by the fire hanging out with my girlfriends, Patty
and Heidi.  They are both working at the mall in the food
court somewhere and are bringing me up to date with who is working
where and what fun they are having.  While Patty is babbling
she looks up and freezes in mid sentence, then turns her attentions
to me, her eyes darting from me to whoever has caught her
attention.  I, of course, being slow on the uptake finally
follow her subtle eye directions.

 

Coming directly towards our little group is Zack, my
ex-boyfriend from last year.  Zack, who couldn’t stay faithful
and has pretty much avoided my presence since the day we broke-up,
I wasn’t expecting to see him here tonight.  We do run in the
same circles, but have managed to not get any face to face
time.  Sightings, definitely but face to face are a different
story.  I wonder why he is choosing to come over to us
tonight.

 

I had to admit, he really is a good looking guy for a high
school guy.  Excuse me, a recent high school graduate. He was
a year ahead of me and we went out the end of my sophomore his
junior year.  My type all the way in the looks
department.  Tall, 6ft plus a little more with a nice build,
like Tyler’s surfer physique.  Dark brown hair, like mine, but
his is wavy, messy just past his ears almost to his chin. 
He’s grown it out some more.  It looks good.  His eyes
are blue-green.  I love eyes and his are to die for with long
black eyelashes that I’d also kill for.  He is smiling his
best smile but trying to look nonchalant in the process.  Like
he doesn’t have a care in the world and is just happening to
stumble onto our little gathering.

 

“Hey Scarlett,” he says while walking up to us, “Patty,
Heidi.  How are things going?  Nice party.  It’s
great to see everyone even though we’ve only been out of school
just a couple of weeks.  It’s weird but it’s really great to
run into you too.  You’re looking good Scarlett.”  
Zack seems nervous and it’s showing.

 

“Hey Zack.  How you been?  What brings you to our
lowly high school party?  I thought for sure, you’d be out
partying with and older crowd.  College crowd
even.”   I wasn’t being mean, just pointing out the
obvious.

 

“Yeah, well college won’t be starting for awhile and I was
missing my friends.  I’ve been working at my Dad’s shop and
haven’t had time to see anyone lately.”

 

“Oh that’s right.  I forgot that you work with your Dad
over the summer at the Tire Shop.  Isn’t that where you
met…what was her name?  Shelly?  Last
summer?”   I couldn’t resist and had to get my dig
in.  Shelly was who he hooked up with and was the cause of our
break-up.

 

Zack flushed embarrassed by my easy recollection and said,
“Shelly?  Wow, that was ancient history.  It didn’t work
out.  Somehow I think you already knew that yet your memory
and comment are well deserved.  Can we at least start off this
summer different and say its water under the bridge?”

 

I’m leery of his motives but it’s been a year.  Why not let
him off the hook.  I wasn’t really mad at him anymore. 
Besides, anger is wasted energy and that was definitely not worth
it.

 

“Sure Zack, water under the bridge,” I stand up and hold my hand
out to him.

 

He looks relieved and grabs my hand eagerly to shake it. 
“Thanks Scarlett.  I want you to know that I know what I did
was wrong.  And it has bothered me more than I let on. 
You didn’t deserve that.  You’re better than that and I took
you for granted.  I should have treated you better and
listened to you.  I’ll always look back on you fondly as ‘the
one that got away.’”

 

Holy Crap!  Is he drunk?  I look at Patty and Heidi.
They have witnessed this whole conversation and are sitting there,
staring, mouths agape, shock across their faces.

 

As I’m trying to pull my thoughts together I’m looking at him
and he seems genuine.  “Uh, thanks Zack.  I think. 
What brought this on?  Turning a new leaf?  Or have you
had too much to drink?”   I giggle lightly at my last
remark.

 

“Nope not drunk.  I just want to start over and college is
going to be a new life and experience.  So, yeah I guess you
could say I am turning over a new leaf.  I don’t want to make
the same mistake twice.”   He is smiling and then
laughing once again at my stunned expression.

 

To say that that was a surreal experience is mind
boggling.  But after that, Zack joined our group and spent the
rest of the evening hanging out, telling stories, cracking jokes
and just being an all around nice guy.  The guy that I knew he
was when we had first started going out.  He was my friend
before and it would be nice if he could be again.

 

Time seemed to speed on by and it was getting late.  I was
still with my little group of friends; Tyler would come by and
check on us every so often.  He was just as shocked as we were
to see Zack in our group, but once I gave him the shrug of “I don’t
know either but I’m going with it and its fine” he left us to our
own devices.  It had cooled off quite a bit and I had to wrap
my big beach towel around myself to keep warm.  Zack saw that
I was chilly and offered me his sweatshirt. 

 

So of course right at the exact moment that I’m putting on his
sweatshirt I hear Tara’s voice as she is introducing Daniel to
everyone.  I couldn’t get my head through fast enough to see
where she was and everyone’s reaction to Daniel.  Patty, Heidi
and Tyler got up to greet the newcomer’s but Zack notices my
apprehension and stays seated next to me.

 

I let Tara make the rounds.  She sees me, nods a hello and
gives me the biggest smile.  Daniel sees me and gives a nod
and smile too.  But his acknowledgement felt different. 
I couldn’t put my finger on it but it was weird. 

 

Zack leaned over to me and whispers, “Ok, what is the story on
that guy?  He doesn’t seem Tara’s type at all but he seems to
think he is.  Wow, did you just see the glare he sent this
way?”

 

It was true too.  Daniel saw Zack lean into me ever so
slightly and I swear daggers were flying out of his eyes, but not
at me, at Zack.  He doesn’t even know Zack.

 

“Yeah, that’s weird.  Sorry, I don’t know what that is
about either.  I’ve only met Daniel a couple of times
myself.  He is an old friend of Tara’s back when they were
little.  I wouldn’t give it or he much thought.  You know
Tara.  How long will they really last anyway?”   As
I’m saying that I secretly cross my fingers hoping that it’s
true.

 

Tara and Daniel make their way over to us.  She is giving
me a questioning look regarding Zack but I just roll my eyes at her
and shrug my shoulders once again. 

 

“Hey Zack, long time no see,” she is giggling lightly and
continues with the introductions,

“This is my boyfriend, Daniel.  Daniel this is Zack.”

 

Zack holds out his hand in greeting and Daniel slowly reaches
out his hand in reciprocation.  Their eyes are locked and a
“Hey” is passed between the two.  But I am barely watching
this transaction because my mouth is hanging open and I’m staring
at Tara in awe.  Did she just introduce Daniel as her
boyfriend?  What the freak?  She sees my expression and
just shakes her head in embarrassment and puts her hand to her
mouth to cover the giant smile spreading across her face.

 

“Boyfriend?  Would you mind explaining that?”  
I’m looking back and forth between the two of them.

 

Daniel chuckles and says, “We made it official just before we
got here.  We were down at the pier walking and I couldn’t
help myself.  She had to be mine, so I asked her.”

 

Tara is hanging on his arm, hand in hand, staring at him with
the most smitten puppy dog eyes I had ever seen.  This was
ridiculous!  Who is this girl and what has this guy done to my
friend Tara?

 

“Isn’t it great!”  She is beaming, willing me to be excited
for them both.  “I know that this is so not like me, but I
don’t know.  I just couldn’t resist those piercing eyes of
his.  How could I say no?”

 

A thousands reason’s flew thru my mind at that moment, but I
wasn’t about to voice them now.  Not here, in front of Daniel
or Zack for that matter. 

 

“Well I see we’ll have a lot to talk about, later.”  My
eyebrows rose in astonishment, but I put a smile on my face and
gave Tara a big hug instead. 

 

I managed to whisper in her ear though, “Are you sure about
this?  It seems so fast?”

 

“Absolutely!  Never so sure in all my life!”  She
whispered back and squeezed me even tighter.  “Please be happy
for me.”

 

We released our embrace but I couldn’t say it out loud.  I
just nodded and smiled my response instead.  I was too afraid
if I spoke I’d say something I may regret.  We would talk
later.

 

I will give Zack some credit though.  He piped up and said,
“Congrats Tara.  I’m happy for you both.  Did you guys
want to sit down here?”  He gestured to our little seating
area. “We were just getting ready to go for a stroll. 
Scarlett?”  He is holding his hand out to me but letting it be
my decision if I wanted to stay.

 

I reach out for his hand and look at them both.  “You don’t
mind do you?  We were just getting ready to walk a bit. 
Some catching up, you know?”

 

Tara just nods her head a bit too enthusiastically but its
Daniel who responded, “You sure you don’t want to stay here with us
Scarlett?  We came to this party for you.  Tara wouldn’t
stop talking about you and how worried you were about her
tonight.”

 

My eyes flash to Tara but she seemed to not notice the
underlying statement.  “Oh, Tara won’t mind I’m sure. 
Besides you’re here right?  I’m sure you don’t mind having her
all to yourself anyway.”  I smile tightly at Daniel then turn
to Zack.  “Come on, let’s go.  The shore looks inviting
and quiet.”

 

“See you guys in a bit.  We won’t be gone long, just
stretching our legs mostly.  Will you be here when we get
back?”  Zack was on fire and I was never more grateful for his
presence more so than right at that moment.  It made up for
more than he would know or understand.

 

“Maybe.  We’ll see how things go.  If not, it was nice
to meet you Zack.  Scarlett, if we don’t see you before we
leave.  Be safe and give Tara a call when you get home.
 Ok?”  Daniel was doing all the talking and all the
staking.  Staking his claim, a claim on Tara and it felt like
he was trying to stake a one on me.

 

“Uh, sure.  See you later Tara.  And we will
be talking soon.”  I stressed the ‘we’ part and hoped that she
was picking up on it.  She still seemed oblivious and goo-goo
gaa-gaa over her new boyfriend.

 

“See ya Scarlett.  I’m sure we’ll still be here when you
get back.  So no worries, k?”  Tara carelessly waves
goodbye and puts her arms around Daniel’s waist, snuggling in
closer to him.

 

 

Zack and I walk down to the water line and head in the direction
of the pier.  I realize that we are still holding hands but I
don’t let go.  It felt nice, secure.  He really was on
his best behavior.  We didn’t speak for a bit.  I think
he was just giving me time to process what just transpired.

 

I slowed down our pace even more, still holding his hand I turn
to look up at him, a small smile visits his eyes and I say, “Thanks
Zack.  You have no idea what you just did for me back
there.”

 

“You’re right.  I have no idea what was really going on
back there.  But I do know that that guy is trouble.  Are
you ok?  You seemed a bit…taken back by his presence. 
That’s the only way I can interpret that encounter.”  He is
smiling at me still but the concern is also plainly written in his
face.

 

“I don’t know.  God!  I hate this.  ‘I don’t
know’ is the only thing that comes to mind when Daniel is
around.”  I make the phantom quote marks in the air to make my
point.  “What is that all about?  And why trouble?”

 

“Tara is a smart girl.  Everyone knows that about
her.  But this was…”   He chuckles under his breath,
“I don’t know….weird.  It was like he was claiming her as his
and dared any guy to look at her while he was standing there. 
Talk about Alpha male complex.”

 

“That’s it right?  He is claiming her.  But she’s a
smart girl and Tara should be able to see that and know the
difference too, right?”  The question is hanging there. 
Zack is shaking his head slightly.

 

“I hate to say this to you but, I don’t know.  All I can
tell you from that brief encounter is that he is not to be trusted.
 Possessive guys are dangerous.”

 

Dangerous?  Is that really the word I was looking for to
describe Daniel?  The committee inside my head was going
ballistic and I couldn’t get them out of my head.

 

Zack lets go of my hand and puts his arm around my shoulder to
pull me closer to him.  He places a finger under my chin to
get my complete attention to look up at him. “Hey.  I’m saying
this as a friend.  I am here for you if you need me, no matter
what.  I told you I would make things up to you and by being
there as a good friend to you is where I’m starting. Ok?”

 

“Well blow me over with a feather!”  I’m laughing while he
is smiling down at me.  It breaks the tension of the
moment.  “Wow, seriously.  Where did you come from? 
I’ll take it though.  That does mean a lot to me.  I
could use a friend right now.  So thanks - really.”

 

I wasn’t in any hurry to get back to the party.  And I knew
when we did return that Daniel and Tara would be gone.  Daniel
made that crystal clear.  So Zack and I took our time. 
Chatting off and on but it was comfortable, not forced.  I
hadn’t felt like that with a guy, except Tyler of course, in quite
some time.  Aside from the mind blowing news from Tara, I did
enjoy myself with my friends, old and new.  But I did need to
get home.  It was late, later than I had expected to be
out. 

 

Tyler was still the life of the party and didn’t really want to
leave.  Luckily, my new found friend, Zack was ready to leave
and offered to take me home.  Patty and Heidi were done and
ready to leave also.  Zack offered them a ride home too. 
I think he did that for my benefit to really show that this was not
all just an act.  I think he really is, for real.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 8
Presume


Sunday morning came and went.  I was so tired and my
parents were in a giving mood.  They let me sleep in,
again.  I heard Paige a few times peeking in my room to see if
I was awake yet.  I knew that she would want details of last
night’s events, but mostly wanting to know what Tyler had been up
to.  I don’t know if I should encourage or discourage my
little sister’s crush.  Crushes can be brutal, but then they
wouldn’t be called crushes if they weren’t.

 

On her fourth attempt I finally gave in and woke myself up
completely.

 

“Good morning Paige.  Come on in.”  I’m yawning,
stretching and squeaking all at the same time.

 

“Actually it’s Good Afternoon, lazy bones!”  She wouldn’t
be my little sister if she hadn’t been a smart ass, right? 
“How did the outfit work for the beach party?”

 

“Like you need to ask?  It was great.  Thanks again
for your fashion intervention, once again.”

 

“So how was the party?  Who was there?  Anything
exciting happen?  Oh and before I forget, Tara called the
house this morning.  She wanted to make sure you made it home
all right.  Why did she call the house?  Is your cell
off?”   Sometimes Paige can be a bit too nosey.

 

“I must have turned it off when I got home.  I’ll call her
later.”  I grabbed my cell phone and was turning it on. 
I didn’t want to call her last night.  I was still in shock
and I didn’t have to report back to them.  I’m a big girl and
Daniel is definitely not my keeper.

 

I turned my attentions back to Paige and continued, “The party
was great.  Got to see everybody and you’ll never guess who I
hung out with the most.”

 

“Who - Tyler?”  She smiled expectantly.

 

“No.  Tyler was a social butterfly and the life of the
party per usual, keeping the fire going and conversations
flowing.  He’d come and check on me every so often.  I
mainly hung out with Patty and Heidi and….Zack.”  Now I’m
grinning sheepishly.

 

“OMG!  Zack?  How did that happen?  I thought you
were never going to give him the time of day, EVER.”  Her
shock and enthusiasm becoming contagious.

 

I gave her the details from the party; from his apology, to
asking if we could be friends, then us just hanging out, and giving
all three of us girls a ride home.  I left out the details of
Tara and Daniel.  I’m not ready to share that tid bit with
Paige just yet.

 

“He even put his number back in my cell.”  As I
said that my phone had finished opening up.  I had like 10
unread text messages and about 5 voice mails.  Sheesh, what
the heck?

 

I scroll thru the text messages; most are from Tara late last
night and early this morning asking if I made it home all right and
saying that Daniel was concerned.  Whatever.  But the
last text was from Zack.

 

It said, “Thanks for a great night.  And thanks for the
second chance at friends.  Hope all is well for you and
Tara.  Call me if you need me.  I’ll be there.”

 

How sweet was that?  I hope he meant it on the being
friends front.  I don’t think I want to get back into a
relationship with him again.  Maybe I should take my own
advice and give him the benefit of the doubt.  We’ll see.

 

My voice mails weren’t much different from the texts Tara had
sent except for the last voice mail.  I came at 11:24 am but
it wasn’t Tara.  It was Daniel.

 

He said in the most smooth but reprimanding tone, “Hey Scarlett
its Daniel.  Hope you don’t mind but I’m just checking to make
sure that you did make it home safely.  I’d asked that you
call us when you got home and we haven’t heard from you yet. 
Tara is getting worried.  She’ll try your house next to see if
she can get a hold of your parents.  Give us a call ASAP,
ok?  Thanks.”

 

I shuttered as I hit the delete button to be rid of that
message.  It wasn’t like he was just checking up on me, it was
like he expected me to jump up right that second and give them a
call.  And what’s with all this ‘we’ stuff and ‘he’ told me to
call.  ‘Tara is worried?’  No she isn’t.  She knew
that I would be fine.   Daniel was really starting to get
on my nerves.

 

I hadn’t realized that Paige was still in my room and witnessed
the array of emotions I’d just presented in the last five
minutes.

 

“Are you and Tara fighting or something?”

 

“No, just a misunderstanding that needs to get cleared up. 
Don’t worry Paige.  All is well.”  And right then my
phone buzzed with another text message.

 

“Uhhhg!”  I grumble.  “Ok Tara, I’ll call you. 
Give a girl a break here!  I just woke up and am now in a
crappy mood!”  I am of course just talking at my phone, not
through it.

 

I don’t want to talk to her right now.  I’m still a bit
hurt, upset, shocked, and anxious all at the same time given her
new status so I text her back instead.

 

“I’m home.  Been home for quite some time.  Just woke
up.  Jumping in the shower.  Will call you later. 
Is that ok with you?”   What I really wanted to say ‘Is
that ok with Daniel?’ but I left it alone, for now.

 

I opened my dresser drawer and threw my phone in it.  I was
hungry and headed downstairs to see what I could scrounge up. 
Paige was right on my heels but I didn’t mind that.  It’s
great that I can be around my sister and not want to rip her hair
out and call mom to have her stop bugging me.  She’s turning
into a pretty cool chick, maybe even a friend.

 

I made myself some eggs and toast for breakfast or should I say
lunch.  What time was it anyway?  Close to 1
o’clock.  Nice.  I’d slept my morning away.  My mom
was in the kitchen asking about my evening too.  I glossed
over the details and Paige filled in the blanks when my mouth was
busy chewing.  Mom just chuckled at our dialogue until Paige
said too much.  She mentioned that Tara and I were
fighting.

 

“You two aren’t getting along?  What’s up?”   My
mom was a mom through and through.  But she took mine and
Tara’s friendship seriously.  Tara was her “other” daughter
and she did not like her kids unhappy with one another.

 

“No we’re not fighting - just a misunderstanding.”   I
shove Paige in the shoulder and say, “Thanks a lot big mouth! 
Way to blown things out of proportion.”

 

Paige jumps up from the table, sticks her tongue out at me and
sprints for the door before I can get another slap in.

 

“You’re such a Brat!”  Well there go the warm fuzzies from
a few minutes ago.  She’s still a pain in the neck.

 

“Scarlett.  You know I don’t like that.  Be nice to
your sister.  She really looks up to you.”  Only my mom
can make me feel that guilty with one look or statement in ten
seconds flat.

 

“I know,” sulking, “I’ll apologize later.”

 

“Thank You.  Now what is going on with Tara?”

 

“I don’t know mom.  It’s just really weird.  Remember
the other night when we went out with her old friend Daniel? 
I talked to dad when I got home that night and told him we had a
good time but there just was something I can’t quite put my finger
on with that guy.  Tara acts completely different around him
and he just….”  I didn’t really know how much I wanted to
disclose to my mom.

 

Mom’s curiosity is peaked and concern flashes in her eyes, “Is
there something wrong with him?  Do you not feel comfortable
around him? Or - do you just not like the fact that Tara might be
interested in him more than you’d like?”  She smiles lightly
at me on her last remark.

 

“No!  That is not it.  Geez mom!  You act like I
would not be able to handle Tara having a boyfriend.  And they
are that, on top of everything else, Boyfriend and Girlfriend. That
is not it, at all.  Just wait till you meet him.  You’ll
see.  He acts like she is his, a possession that belongs only
to him.  And he is trying to pull that crap on me too. 
Like I belong to him also.”   My anger towards Daniel is
flaring up and I can’t stop the rant I started.

 

“Do you know that he had the nerve to tell me to call Tara when
I got home to make sure I made it home safely?  What is
that?  He was all weird at the party.  He never left
Tara’s side and then when he saw me hanging out with Zack, he
pulled that possessive crap on me.  I don’t need to answer to
him.  He even called my cell and left a voicemail after all of
the texts and voicemails that Tara had left me.  Seriously
Mom?  What the freak!”   I’m practically shouting at
my mom by the end. 

 

She is just sitting there calmly letting me vent then takes a
deep breath and begins, “Scarlett, I think you are over-reacting
just a bit.  Tara has always been a good judge of character
and I’m sure that Daniel may have picked up on how important you
are to her.  Maybe he is doing that for Tara.”

 

I can’t let her finish that thought, “Mom, I’m telling
you.  There are red flags all over this guy.  The
committee in my head has not shut up since last night and I can’t
shake the feeling that this is not going to end well.”

 

There.  I said it.  Out loud.  This is not going
to end well.  That is what has been eating at me since the
minute he rode in on that motorcycle.  This is not going to
end well.

 

Mom’s demeanor changed after that.  “When do we get to meet
this boy then?”

 

“So does this mean that you believe me?”

 

“It just means that you are concerned for your friend and I want
to meet this boy who has caused all the concern on your side. 
My concern does not only stop at you and Paige.  Tara is part
of this family too.”  She puts her hand on my knee and looks
at me thoughtfully, “You should call Tara.  You two need to
talk.  Then after that, bring them over so I can put a face to
the name. Ok?”

 

I’m not completely relieved after venting.  But at least
Mom listened and she’s right too.  I need to call Tara. 
Sometimes that ‘itty bitty shitty committee’ can get really loud
and my imagination goes wild.  Maybe that is the case. 
But if that were the case then why did Zack pick up on it after the
first 30 seconds of meeting Daniel?

 

I head back up stairs to my room.  I look at my dresser
drawer where I hear the reminder beep from my phone telling me I
have a new text message.  I needed to get my thoughts in order
first so I bypass my cell and head for the bathroom.  I did
tell her that I was taking a shower. So…

 

 

The shower felt great.  I needed to get the beach film off
of me.  I still smelled of the ocean, the sun, and bonfire and
suntan lotion all in one.  I don’t think that would be a great
perfume to market.  Berry Splash body wash is a better fit for
me.  I put Tara to the back of my mind so I could relax, enjoy
my beauty rituals and listen to my music.

 

As I’m getting dressed my phone goes off again, the annoying
ringing reminder for voicemail this time.  I roll my eyes,
take a deep breath, go to my happy place, and dig out my cell.

 

Not as bad as I expected.  Tara texted back straight
away.  She said, “Call me when you can.  I have work @
5.  Close tonight. :/  Luv u.”

 

Well that wasn’t too bad.  The voicemail wasn’t from her or
Daniel either.  Just my luck a babysitting job for tonight
instead.  Sweet!  I call back the Johnson’s to confirm
that I was available.  They were going to a surprise party and
looked like it would be a late night for them which works for
me.  They needed me at 5 o’clock and always paid well. 
I’d give Tara a call later.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 9
Kidnapped


I chickened out and didn’t call Tara back that night.  I
just sent her a text that I was busy babysitting and that we should
get together tomorrow.  So we ended up setting a tentative
date for the next afternoon.  I was glad for the later get
together anyway because the Johnson’s didn’t get home till about 2
a.m.  I was tired and wanted to sleep in.  But that just
didn’t seem in the cards for me this morning.

 

I was woken up once again by Paige.  “Uhg, Paige!
 Leave me alone!  I’m sleeping!”   I’m pulling
the pillow over my head and burying myself deeper under the
covers.

 

“I swear Scarlett.  It’s not me.  It’s Mom.  She
told me to come and get you.  You have company.”   I
uncover my head and squint through the white daylight streaming in
from the blinds.

 

“Company?  If it’s Tara just send her up.”

 

“No.  It’s not Tara.  It’s a boy.”   She is
looking at me warily but continues before I could ask who. “He said
his name was Matty.  Who’s Matty?  No offense, but he
looks a bit young and not really your type.”

 

I sit up in my bed, my mind stuttering and trying to
focus.  What the heck is Matty doing here? 

 

“Is he by himself or is Tara with him too?”  That is the
only logical reason for him to be at my house given the fact I
never told him where I lived and he doesn’t drive, yet.

 

“Nope, by himself.  Who is he?”  My nosey sister
persists.

 

“He is Daniel’s step-brother of sorts, kinda, I guess. 
Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.  I need to get dressed and
brush my teeth.”

 

Paige leaves my room not completely satisfied with my
description of Matty.  I didn’t really answer her
question.  I’m wondering the same thing myself.  Who is
this kid and why is he at my house this early in the morning? 
I make myself presentable, but just barely and head downstairs.

 

I could smell the coffee wafting up the stairwell and was
desperate for a cup.  I’m not a very good morning person as it
was and then with an inadequate night’s sleep even less sunshiny
and happy.  I don’t even really acknowledge Matty as I head to
the cupboard to grab a coffee mug and pour myself some
breakfast.

 

After I prep my cup and take a long whiff followed by a sip I
look up at Matty.  “Why are you here?”

“Now Scarlett, that is not the polite way to greet your
guest.”   Mom to the rescue then directs to Matty, “She’s
not the best morning person.”

 

“Mom, really?  Leave it alone.  I have every right to
be crabby at the moment and I want to know,” looking at Matty over
my mug, “Why are you here?”

 

I’ll give Matty credit.  He didn’t let my mood sway or
intimidate him.  Maybe Tara prepped him.  “I’m here on a
mission.”  He smiles an adorable, innocent smile complete with
dimples and puppy dog eyes.  “I was just asking your mom if it
was ok if I kidnapped you - totally legit.  Tara and Daniel
will be here in about 30 minutes to pick us up.”

 

I look at my mom as she shrugs her shoulders and I know that it
is a lost cause to count on her turning him down.  She was
already in cahoots with him and I’m sure Tara too.  I’m
grasping at straws but try to be difficult.  “I’m not going
anywhere with you or them.  I was supposed to hang with Tara,
alone today.”

 

“I know, I know.  Tara mentioned that.  But Daniel got
this harebrained idea and wanted us all to go on a fieldtrip. 
C’mon Scarlett.  Where’s your sense of adventure.  I
promise it will be a good time.  Please come out and
play?”  Once again followed with dimples and puppy dog
eyes.

 

I roll my eyes knowing full well that I would be going when I
notice that Paige is sitting at the kitchen counter watching this
entire dialogue when I get a harebrained idea myself.

 

“Where are we going?”

 

“I’m not supposed to tell you yet.”

 

I turn my persuasive skills onto my Mom and Paige.  “Do you
both know where we are supposed to be going?”  They nod in
unison.  “Then Mom, you won’t mind if I extend the invitation
would you?”

 

Smiling I look at Paige and say, “Is this someplace I can bring
you along too?  Because I did promise that the next big outing
I went on I would bring you, right?”   I’m nodding my
head up and down to get Paige on the same page as me.

 

“Yes you did!  Can I go Mom?  Please?”  
Paige is turning her best charms onto Mom and I can see her caving
as well.  “You yourself said that that would be a fun outing
and wished that you could go.  Can’t I?  Pleeease?”

 

Our Mom is caught between a rock and a hard place.  She is
looking from me, to Paige, to Matty and not really sure as what to
say.  So I speak for her.

 

“Mom, it’ll be fine.  I did promise Paige and she hasn’t
been out with Tara and me in a while.  This is a great idea
and will be lots of fun.  You don’t mind do you Matty? 
What’s one more, right?”

 

I may not know the complete plan but I could make spontaneous
decisions also.  Paige is getting excited as she sees Mom
giving in, Matty’s reluctance and my mischievousness.

 

“Great it’s all settled then.  Come on Paige.  Let’s
go get ready, times a wasting!”   Matty looks a bit
flustered but I don’t care.  Ruin my plans then I can put a
kink in theirs.  I just hope Paige is cool with this. 
I’m using her just a tad, but my justification is this; she gets to
hang out with us.

 

“Matty?  Do me a favor…?”

 

“Uh, sure.  What?”

 

“Could you not tell Tara and Daniel about the addition to our
little outing?  I’d like that honor if it’s all right with
you.”   I wink at him then turn and head back to my room
to get ready.  Paige at my heals, jumping and giggling the
whole way.  I’ll explain things to her better once we were
upstairs.  But I needed to get to my phone first.

 

I grab my cell phone and check to see if there are any texts or
messages.  There are two texts from Tara.

 

First one said, “Don’t b mad @ me.  They just showed up on
my doorstep & sprung it on me 2.  Give it a chance,
ok?  It sounds like fun. J”

 

The second one said, “I don’t kno where we r going either. 
Sorry I kno ur going crzy.  Give it a chance, plzzz.”

 

She had no idea how mad I was right now.  I take that
back.  She does know how mad I am right now but I’m not giving
in that easily.  I text her back with, “No worries.  I’ll
go but Paige is coming 2. Not negotiable.  C u in 20.”

 

Paige is standing in my doorway waiting patiently as I was
communicating with Tara but mostly just grumbling under my
breath.  She is my sister and probably knows me just as well
as Tara and is giving me some space to work this out.

 

“Paige.  I’m sorry.  I’m using you to get back at
them. If you don’t want to go you don’t have to.  But you have
to tell me….where are we going?”

 

Cool as a cucumber she walks to my closet and grabs an outfit
for me.  My favorite tore up jeans and a couple of tank tops
to layer.  She points to my Sketcher sneakers as she is
handing over the clothes.

 

“Put your hair up in a ponytail.  We’re going to the
Boardwalk down at the pier.  And I know you were using me, I’m
not stupid.  But who’s to say I’m not using you too?  I
get to go out and hang with the ‘older’ kids.  Duh!  Not
passing up on that opportunity.  Besides, that Matty is kind
of cute.”   She smiles at me and starts toward her room,
“Don’t worry Scarlett.  I’ll be on my best behavior but I
think you need me to be there too.  I don’t mind being
used.  Look at it this way, I’m leverage.  If you want to
go, use me as an excuse to leave early.  Ok?”

 

I look at my younger sister in awe.  “When did you get so
observant and so smart?  When and how did I miss that? 
Thanks Paige, I really do mean it.”

 

“No prob.  You just owe me.”   She giggles and
leaves me to get ready.

 

I hear my phone ring at me but ignore it.  I knew what it
would say and I wasn’t in the mood to argue or negotiate.  I
needed to get ready for this ‘adventure’.  I felt a little bad
for Matty too.  It wasn’t his fault and I shouldn’t take it
out on him.  He is a good kid, but I will need to keep a sharp
eye out for Paige.  I don’t want her getting mixed up in this
mess any more than necessary.  I hope I didn’t just make a
bigger mess out of this.  That would be the icing on the
cake.

 

I finish getting ready and head back down to face the
masses.  Paige and Matty are sitting in the kitchen eating
bagels, chatting it up.  They seemed to be getting along
well.  This means I really need to keep my eyes peeled. 
The door bell rings, right on time, and I go to answer it.

 

I take a deep breath, go to my happy place, put a smile on my
face and open the door.  Tara and Daniel are standing there
hand in hand.  Daniel smiling confidently, Tara smiling but
not so much.

 

Of course the minute I see her, I can’t stay mad at her. 
It felt like we hadn’t seen each other in ages not just a day.

 

“Hey guys or should I say, good morning?”  Glaringly I
stare at Tara.

 

“I told him not to wake you.  I knew you wouldn’t be happy
about the early wake up.”  Tara apologizes.

 

“It’s almost 10 o’clock ladies.  I waited till at least 9
to spring this on the both of you.  This is going to be
great!”  Daniel looks at me with his piercing eyes and
disarming smile.  “And I hear that we have another ‘victim’ to
add to our party?”

 

I’m a bit disappointed.  He doesn’t even seem annoyed with
my bringing Paige along.  Dang!  “Yeah, hope you don’t
mind.  Kind of promised her the next outing she could
come.  So, she’s coming.”  I stated the last part firmly
and Tara knew that I wouldn’t budge from my decision either.

 

“That’s great!  We haven’t gotten to hang out with Paige in
forever anyways.  I miss that little girl.”  Tara, trying
to keep the mood light.

 

“Don’t let her hear you say that.  She’s a freshman
now.  Weren’t we just there it seems like the other
day?”  I’m smiling for real as I see my friend relaxing now
that she’s here and sees that I’m not going to go postal.

 

Laughing she says, “We were.”

 

“So where are we headed?  Is it safe to tell me now or are
you still keeping with the rouse of kidnapping?”

 

“Daniel hasn’t even told me where we’re going.  So I guess
the kidnap is still on.”  She looks to Daniel as he brings his
hand to his mouth and then motions like he’s locking his lips with
a key and throws it over his shoulder.

 

“I guess we got our answer then.  Come in you guys so Mom
can at least meet Daniel officially.  That way she can give a
description to the police if his kidnapping plan pans out.” 
Tara and I are laughing but I noticed Daniel didn’t really join in
on the joke.

 

I made the introductions for Daniel to Mom and Paige.  He
worked his magic on them as well and they swayed
respectfully.  He really was good, I’ll give him that, but my
flags were up and the committee hadn’t really silenced
themselves.  But I’m going with an open mind.  I still
hadn’t talked to Tara but this outing would give me a better chance
to observe them together and maybe even get a chat in with Tara
alone.  I felt better that Paige was coming along as
well.  It felt more safe and comfortable like they had to be
on their best behavior.

 

After a bit of getting to know you Daniel spoke up and said, “Ok
you guys.  Let’s get this party on the road.”

 

We said good bye to my Mom and headed for the car.  Just as
I thought that my Mom wouldn’t get the hint she piped in as we were
walking to the door.  “What time will you be home?  You
may not have a curfew but Paige does.”

 

“Don’t worry Mrs. Hunter.  I’ll have them home by
dinner.  Is that ok with you?”   He was so
smooth.  He didn’t give an exact time and made it seem like my
Mom was setting the ground rules.

 

“Dinner time is good.  Have fun, be safe and I’ll see you
later.  Love you.”  Mom is standing at the doorway waving
goodbye to us.

 

****

 

We all piled into Tara’s Mustang.  Daniel was at the wheel,
Matty up front, and the girls in the back seat.  Paige had the
biggest grin on her face but was maintaining her excitement. 
Tara and I were just hanging back, literally.  She didn’t say
much on the ride and I didn’t really know where to start the
conversation among present company.  I could wait.  But I
wasn’t going to let Daniel off scot-free.

 

“So where are you taking us Daniel?”  I look at Paige and
wink.  She knew to play along.

 

“Oh, it’s a surprise.  Don’t worry Scarlett.  I’ve got
it all planned out.  We’ll have a good time.”   He
seemed confident in his planning and smug at our lack of
information.

 

“Well once we get to the pier do you think I could tear Tara
away from you for a bit?  Just some girl talk and catching
up.  If you don’t mind that is?”  Now who’s the smug
one?  Tara and Paige were giggling at my comment and Matty
looked afraid.  But Daniel, he kept his cool; there was a
flash of surprise that crossed his face and eyes before
responding.

 

“The pier?  Really?  That’s where you think we are
going?”

 

“That is where Matty told my Mom.  So that is where I
expect to go.  You wouldn’t want my sister and I lying to our
Mom now, would you?”  I wasn’t playing this game and I didn’t
need Paige exposed to this kind of parental manipulation so
soon.

 

Daniel was staring at me through the rear view mirror.  I
was glaring back and not wavering in the mental message that I was
sending to him.  He was the first to look away.

 

“You’re right Scarlett.  The pier is our first
destination.  It’s a bummer that you ruined the surprise but
at least I’m able to keep a couple secrets up my sleeve.”  His
confidence was more prevalent than ever and the satisfied grin that
showed on his face was undeniable. 

 

Tara couldn’t handle the tension that was rising between the two
of us and stepped in.  “Oh, you guys.  Play nice or I’ll
put you in separate corners.  Daniel, stop tormenting us and
tell us your plans.  Scarlett is right.  We do have Paige
with us and whatever you told their Mom we have to do.  Not
negotiable, Daniel.  That’s not cool.”

 

Now it is my turn to return a satisfied grin.  Finally,
Tara was there.  Backing me up like the friend and sister she
is.  Paige is just as important and little sister to her as
she is to me.

 

Once again emotion flashes across Daniel’s face; a crease in his
forehead appears and doesn’t go away.  Yet he still placed a
careful smile on his lips and said, “You’re right Tara.  I’m
sorry.  Paige I hope I haven’t made you nervous or
uncomfortable even though you blew my surprise kidnapping
scheme.”   He is laughing at the last part to make it
seem like he is joking and to put Paige at ease, “No worries. 
Like I said I still have a few surprises up my sleeve and I
wouldn’t want to put you girls in a predicament with your
Mom.  So let’s get the fun started!  To the pier we
go!”

 

We arrive at our destination and the Boardwalk Pier and Carnival
Park is crowded with tourists and a few locals.  It is another
beautiful day and you can’t help but let the weather enhance your
mood.  The sleep deprivation was all but washed away with the
prospect of an adventure, regardless of unwanted company, was bound
to turn out half way decent.  Paige is like a kid in a candy
store wondering what, when, where we are going to do first. 
Matty hangs back taking it all in.  This was his first time
experiencing The Pier also.

 

Daniel guides our group to the go-cart track first.  It’s a
decent size track with sharp turns, bridge crossings, old tires
lining the way with broken down cars on the outskirts along the
course, one of my personal favorite attractions.  There’s no
line formed and it looked like it wasn’t operating when one of the
workers comes out to greet us.  Daniel sticks out his hand to
shake the man’s hand in greeting.  He turns around to face us
and says, “This is my friend Mike.  Mike here is hooking us up
today, starting with the go-cart course.  It’s closed for a
private party.  We are the private party and have full use for
as long as we like.  Then any of the other rides we get V.I.P.
treatment and don’t have to wait in line either.  So put your
requests together and we can let Mike know of a game plan.”

 

“Holy Cow!  Are you serious?  How did you get this to
happen?”  Paige exclaimed jumping up and down, her enthusiasm
becoming contagious.  Matty’s face is shining and you could
tell he was trying to play it cool but you know that if we weren’t
around he’d be jumping up and down just like Paige.

 

“Thank you for your enthusiasm Paige.  Mike is one of my
mom’s exes but he still likes me.  So when we moved back into
town I looked him up.  It pays to know people.  Come on,
I’ll race you!”  Daniel, Matty and Paige are running in to get
the carts in front to start racing.  Tara and I are laughing
trying to keep up.

 

I make an aside remark that I hope is not overheard to Tara and
say, “Looks like you’re not the only old friend Daniel likes to
reconnect with.”

 

Tara just rolls her eyes and says, “Let it go Scarlett. 
Just trust me that I know what I’m doing and let’s have a good time
today, ok?”

 

“Fine.”  I concede, “But I still want details on your new
title and how that came about.  I haven’t forgotten that
promised conversation.”

“Later.  I promise.  Now eat my dust!”   She
peals out onto the track as I’m trailing behind trying to catch up
to the heard.

 

We stayed on the go-carts for about an hour.  Laughing,
squealing, racing, winning and losing to each other.  It was
so much fun and nice not having a time limit or having to wait in
line.  Connections do have their privileges.  After we
were able to tear Matty and Paige away from the racing we wandered
through the park picking and choosing what to ride next.  The
roller coaster was next, then the log ride, another round on the
roller coaster and I was ready for a break.  My butt, back,
neck and head were starting to hurt from all the whipping
around.

 

“Guys!  Do you mind if I take a time out?” 

 

“Aw, come on Scarlett not yet.  This is too great to take a
break on.”  Paige whines at me.

 

Daniel chimes in, “It’s ok Paige, you and Matty head on over to
the next ride.  I’ll take Tara and Scarlett to grab a bite and
get a drink.  Meet us back here in 20 minutes.
Ok?”   He looks at me to see if I’m alright with that
assumption too.  I nod my head in agreement long enough to see
the backs of Paige and Matty’s head fading into the crowd.

 

I laugh, “Kids.”

 

Tara grabs Daniels hand then mine and pulls us towards the food
court area.  “I’m starving.  Let’s eat.”

 

I had to admit that I was having a good time.  We all
were.  But it was also a good chance for me to observe Daniel
and Tara together.  He seemed different.  More attuned to
her needs, to all our needs, attentive, still a bit possessive for
my taste but toned down.  Tara looked happy.  Kind of
gooey eyed when she looked at him but content and happy.  I
was glad of one thing though.  Not a lot of PDA, public
displays of affection.  I hate that part.  I don’t mind
kissing some, holding hands and hugging.  But when couples
over do it and you feel the need to scream at them to “get a room!”
that’s when it gets uncomfortable.  There’s nothing like being
a true third wheel then.

 

Daniel also had the hook up for food and drinks.  We found
a table to sit at, shaded even, and settled in for lunch.

 

“Thank you Daniel.  This has really been a great surprise
and I appreciate your including Paige at the last minute too. 
It means a lot to her.”   I could take the high
road.  I don’t want him thinking I don’t like him.  We
obviously will be spending a bunch of time together, so why
not?

 

“I’m glad you’re having a good time.  This was important to
me.  I wanted the chance to have fun and for us all to get to
know one another better.  Paige is great too.  I think
Matty might be a little sweet on her.  Not that I blame
him.  She’s a cute girl and they seem to get along well.”

“Yeah well, I’m not sure if I’m ready to go that far.  But
they both are good kids for a freshman and a junior.”  We all
chuckle at that.

 

“Good.  Now that a ceasefire has been put in place, I think
it may be safe to leave you two alone for a minute while I go use
the restroom.”  Tara gets up and winks at me as she leans down
to kiss Daniel on the cheek. 

 

She walks away slowly glancing over her shoulder to make sure we
will be ok and Daniel turns to face me then asks, “So is there a
truce in place now?”

 

“Not so confident it seems when Tara isn’t by your side. 
That’s interesting.”   I could be rude or mean or just
bitchy but I chose honesty instead. “I don’t know you well enough
to not like you Daniel.  But I will be honest with you. 
I pride myself in being a good judge of character and loyal to
those who matter most to me.

 

“I’m not sure about you yet.  But I haven’t really had the
chance to talk with Tara either.  I’m more of a ‘proceed with
caution’ type of a girl and usually Tara is too.  But you are
different and that makes Tara different around you.  So, it’s
a we’ll see for right now.  And if we’re being honest here,
isn’t that kind of the case for you with me?”

 

He laughs at my observation and says, “You don’t just let people
in, do you?  I can respect that.  And yes, I’m trying to
get a feel for you too.  I know how important, already, you
are to Tara.  You’re her best friend.  I’d be stupid to
not make nice with my girlfriends best friend, right?”

 

“Yes, you would be stupid,” I smile at him, “But a best friend
would also be just as stupid to not make nice with her best
friend’s boyfriend.”

 

“So then truce it is?”  He holds out his hand for me to
shake.  “May as well make if official, right?”

 

I grab his hand and give him a firm handshake, look him square
in the eye and proceed with, “But if you hurt her….I’ll hurt
you.  Got it?”

 

“I don’t think I would expect anything less from you. 
Thanks for being such a good friend to her.  She deserves
it.”   He seems sincere.  I think I was really
hoping he was sincere but those darn flags started flapping against
my brain and the committee seemed to have awoken again.  But
before I could really address that issue Tara had returned and I
could see Paige and Matty making their way towards us also.

 

After we managed to tie down “the kids” for lunch we all decided
to go on the Ferris wheel.  I am personally not a fan of
heights which Tara knew and promised to ride with me.  Matty
and Paige were going together and Daniel decided to take a
pass.  He needed to finalize a few things with Mike before we
left for our next endeavor.

 

This worked out perfectly because I would get a moment of
uninterrupted alone time with Tara and maybe get the full
story.  I didn’t wait to dive in to details either.  Once
we were seated and the lap bar came down I began firing away.

 

“So what the heck is going on?  You and Daniel are
boyfriend and girlfriend?  You barely know the guy.  You
were totally stressed out from your first meeting up with
him.  You told me you didn’t want your past to interfere with
your present or future.  You wished he had never looked you up
and now, it seems as if you’re never apart and he has staked his
claim, YOU!  Really?  What the hell?”  I didn’t even
allow her to get a word in.  I was just spewing all my
questions and concerns in one breathe.  Yes, this was
semi-alone time but I knew it was limited.

 

“Are you finished?”  She just sat there calmly looking at
me.  Not even a hint of concern or anxiety.  So I just
nodded and waited for her explanation.

 

“That night when we met up with you at the bonfire just seemed
like one of those incredible days that turned into night and
somehow he was still there.  It was like he had always been
there and wasn’t going to go anywhere else.  Make sense?”

 

“Ok, an incredible date.  I get that but it still is not
telling me anything.”  I was getting frustrated and
impatient.

 

“I can’t really explain it myself.  We just started talking
- about the last few years and everything that had been going on in
our lives separately.  Then he stopped talking, just looked at
me with those amazing dark and penetrating eyes.  It was like
he could really see me.  Like he knew me and the connection
that was there before became a solid and complete connection
again.  I mean, he was just looking at me and the pull was
unlike anything I had ever felt or experienced. 

 

“He said he has always loved me.  Loved me from the time we
were little kids.  He never stopped loving me, never forgot
about me and swore he would come back and find me.  So he came
back.  He found me.  He loves me.”   Tara is
smiling at me with this far away look in her eyes that were
brimming with tears.  Tears of joy, I don’t know.  But I
knew I wasn’t joyful.

 

“Wait a minute.  Are you telling me that he loves
you?  And are you also telling me that you love him?  How
is that possible?  And don’t give me this love at first sight
crap either.  You’ve only seen each other less than a
week.  How can you be so sure?  This is so not like
you.  Where is my friend and what has Daniel done with
her?”   The irritation was flowing and I couldn’t hide my
apprehension from her.

 

“I know you don’t understand, but just trust me.  I know
what I’m doing.  I love him.  I really believe that I am
in love with him.  Maybe I always have been but never realized
it until he was right in front of me.  Maybe that explains why
I could never commit to someone else.  Why I was always
keeping the boys at arm’s length.”  It was like she was
pleading with me to believe her and accept her nonsense
unquestioningly.

 

I couldn’t grasp it all.  I couldn’t even begin to wrap my
head around what she was saying.  It was like a foreign
language coming from my best friend’s mouth and in return mine just
as foreign. 

 

“Tara.  Seriously.  Love?  I don’t want to be the
devil’s advocate here but,” I didn’t want to bring it up yet she
was leaving me no choice. “I thought the reason for your keeping
guys at arm’s length was because of what happened to you while you
were living with your mom and her boyfriend.  The scars from
that time, you’ve told me, may have healed but you would never be
able to trust any guy who pushed himself onto you so quickly. 
That violation has had you scared for as long as I’ve known
you.  What does Daniel have that erases all that pain and
mistrust?  I would think he’d be a reminder of that time in
your life instead of a cure.”

 

“That’s just it though.  He is a reminder.  A reminder
of why I got out and that leaving him behind was my only
mistake.  He protected me even though he had no idea what was
going on.  He always made me feel safe and loved.  Even
when I didn’t, when my own mother wasn’t there for me and turned a
blind eye.  Daniel was my one constant and I don’t think I
have been complete since then.  Now that he is back, here in
my life, I feel complete.  I haven’t felt this way in such a
long time Scarlett.  I can say that I’m genuinely happy and
loved.”

 

I couldn’t argue that she didn’t look happy but it also hurt to
hear her say that she was never complete, never completely happy or
loved?  Her Dad was no better than her mom.  Tara
definitely deserved better parents, but what about me?  What
about my family and how we have loved her?  Protected
her?  Supported her?  Been there for her?

 

“Ok, so you’re in love.  What does this mean?  Not to
sound all selfish and bitchy but, what about me?  Are we going
to be ok?  I don’t even think he likes me or likes that fact
that you have an over-protective best friend who gets a bit
over-sensitive when she’s being neglected or left out of the loop
for too long.”  I give Tara my best pathetic look so she knows
to not take me too seriously, but serious enough to consider her
best friend’s concern and feelings.

 

“Scarlett,” she grabs my hand and pulls me into a hugging
embrace. “You are my best friend and no one can take that away. We
are more than just friends, we’re sisters, and we’re practically
blood.  Your parents have been a better family to me than my
own could have ever been.  Nothing is going to replace or
change that.  Trust me.  This is all going to work out
perfectly.”

 

Here’s the thing, my Dad always told me, Tara too, that if
anyone tells you to ‘trust them’ and they have to repeat it over
and over again, then there is cause to believe that there is a
problem and you’re not trusting them isn’t the problem.  The
problem is that they can’t even trust themselves and are not only
trying to convince you but themselves otherwise.  Tara has
said ‘trust me’ one too many times for my taste over the past few
days.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 10
Detour


We met back up with Daniel after a few rounds on the Ferris
wheel.  The conversation with Tara had me in a confused
daze.  She basically told me that after less than a week’s
time she was in love.  I’ve never even been close to being in
love.  When I was with Zack I thought we were in love but that
proved differently by the end of our relationship.  But in
love?  I just don’t get it.  Tara knew that I would be in
shock and was giving me time to sort things out in my head.

 

Paige and Matty were laughing effortlessly now and bantering
back in forth on what our next move in the kidnapping scheme would
be.  Even Matty was in the dark for the next phase. 
Daniel was quiet but had that sneaky look of knowing what was next
and we didn’t.  Part of me wanted to just walk away and be by
myself but the other part wanted to stick around to see what was
going to happen next.

 

“Ok, you guys!  You ready for the next portion of our
adventure?”

 

They all chimed in ‘Yes!’ at the same time.  Paige blurting
out, “Where are we going next?”     Matty
saying, “There’s more?”  Tara whispering, “I’m ready for
anything with you.”  Uhg!  I just kept silent and painted
a smile on my face to not take away from everyone’s excitement.

 

Daniel looked pleased and led us back to the car.  He
reached in after opening the doors and grabbed something from under
the driver’s seat. 

 

He then proceeded to hand out blindfolds to us then said, “Get
in the car, buckle up, then put your blindfolds on.  This part
is even a surprise for Matty but since we added another kidnap-ee,
I don’t have another blindfold for you.  So you just have to
keep quiet and not blow the surprise for the girls.”

 

I look at my friends and sister.  They all are excited and
trying to guess what the next move is going to be.  But I’m
not all that excited to be blindfolded.  I still don’t trust
him, plain and simple.  How then do I express that without
taking away from Tara, Paige and Matty’s excitement?  I
decided to keep my mouth shut, but I would be a cheater too. 
I wasn’t placing that blindfold on to tightly and planned on
peaking as much as possible.

 

“Could you at least tell us how long we will be
blindfolded?  How far are you going?”  I couldn’t avoid
that concern.  I needed to know at least that much.

 

Surprisingly Daniel conceded with me, “I promise it is within a
10 mile radius from here, not a long drive, Ok?”  He smiled at
me with genuine intentions.  I just wished that my ‘committee’
believed him and could explain it to the hairs rising on the back
of my neck.

 

As we were piling into the back of the car Matty jumped into the
back with Paige and me.  Tara sat up front scooting right next
to Daniel on the bench seat.  But as I was climbing in, in a
quiet aside he said, “I promised a truce and I promised to be
honest with you.  Tara is very important to me.  I want
her to be happy.”

 

My only response in that split moment was, “I know, me too,”
which he seemed satisfied with.

 

Daniel drove around a bit longer than was needed but he joked
that he wanted to disorient us for his surprise.  But I
figured it out.  He took us downtown to Sea Port Village,
another touristy trap venue.  It made me feel better to know
where we were but the hits just kept coming. 

 

As we were meandering around the pedestrian paths, Daniel
delighted in our cluelessness and kept us wandering around
aimlessly to throw off our guesses when I literally stumbled and
fell.  In a random klutziness of luck, my graceful landing
landed right in front of Zack.

 

Embarrassed and bleeding from my scrapped hands I’m able to
mumble, “What the freak? What are you doing here?”

 

He helps me up as Daniel and Matty are right at my side in the
same instance.  I’m completely embarrassed.  He laughs
and says, “You obviously haven’t changed in the coordination
department.”




“Ha- ha very funny, but seriously, what are you doing
here?”   Zack is guiding me toward a bench to sit and
looks around at our little group.  Daniel doesn’t look happy
with Zack’s abrupt arrival and Matty seemed a bit put out that I
was accepting help from some unbeknownst to him.

 

“Would you believe me if I told you I was applying for another
summer job down here at the Yacht Club?  Bus boy, Good
tips.”

 

All at once recognition snaps into place, “The Yacht Club! 
That’s where we’re going!  Do you know someone who owns a
boat?”   I’m looking at Daniel and the surprise has been
revealed. “I’m sorry Zack, hold on just a sec.  Daniel, are we
going on a boat?”

 

“Well took you guys long enough to figure it out.  I have
another friend and called in a favor.”   He looks smug
and satisfied with this new arrangement, but he doesn’t know me all
that well yet.

 

Paige my wonderful sister and back up pipes in with a giggle
tinged with sarcasm, “Wow, a boat Scarlett!”  She looks at
Daniel to break the news gently. “Daniel, Scarlett will not be
getting on any boats today or any day for that matter.”

 

I’m trying to grab her arm to not reveal too much information
but it’s too late, “Scarlett is not very sea worthy.  Isn’t
that what Dad says?  She gets like almost instantly sea
sick.  Seriously, if she even just looks at a boat, she’ll be
puking.  Trust me; it is not a pretty sight.”

 

I almost felt bad for Daniel.  He seemed so proud of
throwing us off and setting up this little excursion.  His
disappointment could not be hidden.  Tara knew this about me
also and tries to smooth things over.  “Daniel, you didn’t
know.  It was, it is a great surprise, but I wouldn’t want to
leave Scarlett out or behind.  You understand don’t you?”

 

He was pretty upset that his plan and fallen through and I
didn’t want to be the reason for everyone staying behind.  I
looked at Zack which made me quickly form an alternate arrangement
of my own.

 

“What was the plan Daniel?  Did you really have to call in
a favor?  How long was the trip going to be?”

 

“It’s no big deal Scarlett.  I’ll go talk to him and tell
him that we can’t do it.  Tara is right.  We can’t leave
without you.  What kind of a kidnapper would I be if I left
you unattended?”  He smiles and winks at Tara and Paige.

 

“No that’s just it.  You guys go, if it is not a long
voyage.  Zack, did you have to go anywhere?  I could hang
here with you and they can go.  That is only if you don’t mind
hanging with an injured victim…” I smile pleadingly, first at Zack
then at Daniel and Tara.  I could see them thinking it through
and wondering if it would be a possibility.

 

Zack pipes up first, “It’s cool with me.  I don’t need to
be anywhere at the moment.  It’s my day off at the Tire Shop,
so I’m good and up for a challenge.”   He looks up at the
rest of the group feeling them out, “That is if you think I can
handle watching your ‘charge’ here.  Kidnapping?  Dare I
ask?”

 

Tara laughs as she latches onto Daniel’s arm searching for his
hand, “Daniel put together a surprise kidnapping for us
today.  It’s been lots of fun so far.  A getting to know
you type of thing.”  She looks at Daniel smiling all gooey
eyed again and says, “Scarlett will be fine.  Come on I want
to at least see the boat.  If you don’t want to go out we
don’t have to, but let’s take a look.”

 

Paige and Matty chime in then, “She’ll be fine.  Come
on.  Let’s check it out, since we’re here.”

 

With the group ganging up on the Ring Leader he couldn’t help
but give in. “Fine.  Come on you guys.  Scarlett, we’ll
call you if we decide to go out.  That way I can give you a
time frame.  Ok?”

 

“Sure, fine, whatever.  Just go so I can hobble to the
bathroom to clean myself up, lick my wounds and ego.”

 

“Do you want Tara or Paige to go with you?”

 

“No!  I’m fine just get going so you can come back in a
timely fashion.”   I give my most convincing smile and
push on Tara’s arm to get moving.

 

As I sit there with Zack, I’m watching the gang walk off when I
suddenly realize that Paige is among that group.  In a group
with someone I do not thoroughly trust.  What am I
thinking?  There must have been an array of emotion crossing
my face because Zack grabs my arm to steady me so I won’t trip and
fall on my face again.

 

“Hang on Scarlett.  Paige will be fine.  Tara is with
them and you know she wouldn’t let anything happen to her.  It
will be alright.”   He is steadying me and guiding me
towards the restroom so I can clean myself up.  I was a mess
and needed to wash up and survey the damage.

 

“They should be fine.  I doubt that they would even go out
without me, right?”  I say this trying to half convince myself
that Paige and Tara are both going to be safe.

 

Zack chuckles to himself and I’m stuck there saying, “What?”

 

“You just crack me up sometimes.  I’d forgotten about
that.  You are always the mother hen looking out for her
chicks.  In the beginning that used to drive me crazy but in
the end I was missing that part of you too.  It’s kinda cool
to have someone else caring about you so keenly.”   He
looks away quickly trying to hide the awkwardness behind his
eyes.

 

And my ever quick response to a compliment is, “Whatever.” 
Followed by the roll of my eyes and looking for a quick escape from
my own embarrassment.  I’m never one to take a compliment
gracefully.  I always become self conscious and
embarrassed.  I head for the restroom as swiftly as I could
manage that and work on putting myself back to a presentable
fashion.

 

The scrapes weren’t that bad and I managed to not tear any
bigger holes into my jeans at the knees either.  Bonus! 
Before I return to my new babysitter-type I look in the foggy
mirror, try to straighten my hair and take a deep breath to steady
my nerves.  There was no reason to be nervous with Zack but
the concern for my sister and Tara had not been easily pushed
aside.  I exit the facility and find a grinning Zack on the
outside.

 

“So, what do you want to do?”  He is asking this
waveringly.  “Do you want to stick close to here or do you
want to try and spy on your kidnappers instead?”

 

“Did you not understand my sister’s explanation of my aversion
to boats?  She and I are both totally serious.  Even
looking at a boat and I’m nauseous with the possibility of
projectiles spewing forth.  Not a pretty sight and not
something that I’d want to demonstrate in front of you.”  I
reach for his hand and we head in the opposite direction of the
Yacht Club Marina.

 

“Besides, what kind of a kidnap-ee would I be if I didn’t make
my kidnapper a bit nervous regarding my where-about?”  I was
in the mood for some ice cream and started towards Ben &
Jerry’s Ice Cream Shop.

 

I don’t know when things happened or how they transpired but the
comfort and ease that came with being around Zack was eye opening
and strange all at the same time.  Things were definitely
different this time around and my old perceptions of our prior
relationship were becoming hazy.  Don’t get me wrong, I did
not forget the fact that he did cheat on me.  But this new
friendship seemed easier, lighter even.

 

Since I had roped Zack into this crazy mess today I insisted on
buying the ice cream and we found another bench facing the water to
sit at and enjoy our chilly rewards.  We sit in silence for a
bit eating our ice cream, just watching the birds flying by, the
tourists and even a boat or two in the far off distance.  I
can handle that, boats that look like they are teeny tiny and are
the size of a toy.

 

Zack is the first to break the silence.  “Do you want to
tell me about this kidnapping scenario?  I see that not much
has changed from the bonfire at the beach with Tara and
Daniel.  Who is the other kid?  Don’t remember or
recognize him.”

 

“That is Matty, Daniel’s step-brother.  Believe it or not,
I actually like the kid.  Maybe it’s because they’re not blood
related.”  I smile at my own joke “The kidnapping was
unbeknownst to me, hence the term.  They just showed up at my
house this morning and woke me up.  Let me tell you, was not a
happy camper about it either.  I had had a long night
babysitting and did not get all of my usual beauty rest.”  I
flutter my eyes at Zack for emphasis on the last part.

 

“Well even with lack of sleep, you look pretty good for a kidnap
victim.”  He is smiling at me and a slight flush of pink
enters his cheeks at the same time.

 

“The kidnapping was Daniel’s idea, of course.  He claimed
that it was a ‘getting-to-know-you’ thing.  Since I’m such a
big part in Tara’s life he wanted to do something fun for us all
together.  But I had to throw a bit of a wrench in by
insisting that Paige come along.  And she was more than
willing to accommodate the invite.

 

“We started out at the Boardwalk with free rides, go carts and
food.  It was pretty fun.  I even got five minutes alone
with Tara to get the low down on her ‘new boyfriend’.  I think
that is what bothers me the most so far.  She is never without
him now.  How immature is that?  I’m the jealous best
friend, already, and they haven’t even been going out one whole
week.  I’m pitiful.”

 

“Like I said, you’re the mother hen and you’re not pitiful
either.  It’s not a bad thing Scarlett.  You just have to
give them some time and the honeymoon will come to an end, sometime
soon.  And then Tara will be coming to you with their
problems, complaints, and details about their first fight.” 
That got me laughing an agreement to what he indicated.

 

“Just give them some time and a bit of space and all will work
out.  You and I know Tara’s track record.  She won’t be
with him for very long.”

 

“But that’s just it.  She told me in a five minute ferris
wheel conversation that they are both in love and that she thinks
this will last forever.  How crazy is that?”

 

“Wow.  Ok, maybe a bit crazy.  She said that?  In
love?”  Even Zack is taken aback by her declarations.  So
it’s not just me and I’m not totally over-reacting.

 

“That’s not even the beginning either.  I haven’t told you
about what happened after you brought me home from the
bonfire.”  I continue to give him the cliff notes version of
the voice mails and text messages and what not. “And thank you by
the way, for the messages you left me.  I really appreciated
those, it was sweet.”  Another wave of flushing pink warms
Zack’s face.

 

“It’s was no problem.  I meant what I said and I will prove
to you that I can be a good friend to you.  That’s what is
important to me.”

 

“That’s just it though, why?  Why is this so important to
you?  Our friendship?  I mean, no offense, but you could
have just gone off to college and never given me a second
thought.  Why now?  Why me?”  Those insecurities and
self worth issues re-surface at that precise moment so then it’s my
turn to flush with embarrassment.

 

“Why do you feel you don’t deserve that?  It is the least I
could do.  I was serious when I said that you were my greatest
regret.  I didn’t treat you fairly or with kindness in the
end.  I’ve turned over a new leaf and now feel even more
responsible for the treatment I gave you and your reactions to me
at present.  What an ass I was and I’m sorry for that.” 
Zack reaches his arm over my shoulder to bring me closer to him and
gives me a one armed squeeze/hug.  “I know that there are
boundaries but I’d like the chance to repair some of the damage I
may have caused.  You are worth it and I’d be lucky to call
you as one of my friends.”

 

“Wow.  I think you should get ready to go off to college
more often.”  I smile up at Zack and snuggle in closer to his
embrace.  I don’t think I’m playing with fire and it doesn’t
feel that way either.  The friendship thing could be a good
thing.  The physical contact thing, that’s another
story.  He feels comfortable and safe but not with the hint of
sexual tension and me needing to be on my guard to ward off any
unasked for advances.  I want to believe his
genuineness.  There are no red flags flapping in the back of
my mind with Zack, that’s the ironic part.

 

“Ok, now that I feel I’ve gained some of your trust and maybe
un-divided attention, can I say one more thing and we don’t have to
talk about this anymore?”

 

I sigh and say, “Fine.  Hit me.”

 

He pauses for just a second takes another deep breath and says,
“I don’t like Daniel.  I don’t know him but I do know that I
do not trust that guy.  There’s just something about him that
I can’t put my finger on and your reservations about him I feel are
justified as well, but just do me a favor?  As your friend,
please be careful around him.  I’m just a phone call away,
ok?”  Zack squeezes me one last time closer to him and places
a kiss on top of my head all the while I’m just sitting there
quietly soaking it all in.  I nod my ok to him and smile to
myself.  This has been a very interesting kidnapping. 
The additional surprises that was pleasantly unexpected.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 11
Good-bye's


Zack and I are walking aimlessly around the Village when I get a
text from Tara saying that they did not set sail but just hung out
on the boat for a grand tour.  She said to meet them at the
car in the parking lot, they were headed there now.

 

“Well I guess that’s my queue to get back to my
kidnappers.”  I look up at Zack not really wanting to go back
with the group.  But of course my ‘Mother Hen’ instincts kick
in reminding me of my first responsibility, Paige.

 

Zack smiles as if reading my thoughts and says, “Don’t
worry.  If you want,” a smirk crosses his face, “give me a
call when you get home.  Tell me about the rest of your
adventure or just to let me know that you made it home
safely.” 

 

He is chuckling to himself as I reach over and slap him in the
arm at the same time, “Jerk!”  But I had to admit that it put
a smile on my face too.  Its nice knowing that at least one
person is in my corner.

 

The sun was starting to set and the clouds were air-brushed with
brilliant pinks, orange and reds.  It looked like the sky was
on fire and the sea bore its reflection.  A light breeze was
coming up off the water and put a welcome chill in the air.  I
shivered and Zack put his arm around my shoulder bringing me in
close to keep warm.

 

We head towards the parking lot looking for everyone and
actually met up in the middle.  Paige and Matty seem excited
and happy about their latest adventure along with Daniel and Tara
connected at the hip.  Daniel’s ever observant eye doesn’t
miss the close proximity of Zack and I, but I don’t care and glare
back at him daring him to make a comment or remark.  I am none
of his business. 

 

What surprised me was Tara.  I didn’t think she was really
paying much attention to me when she blurted out, “What the
freak?  Are you two back together or something?  I didn’t
think you were the forgiving type for cheaters
Scarlett.  But then again, a lot can happen in just a few
days.”

 

Her comment took me off-guard and I knew she was trying to pass
on a message; there’s no room for hypocrisy in her book.  That
was definitely one of her pet peeves.  I roll my eyes and
begin to say something when, once again, Zack steps in.

 

“Hey Tara, I see the ocean air compliments you and your crew,”
he side glances over my way and continues, “Scarlett and I have
just recently started hanging out again.  I asked for a second
chance…at friends.  Lucky for me she was in a giving
mood.  Either that or I caught her at a weak moment and she
caved unrelentingly.  I’m hoping it’s the first reason and not
the later.

 

“It sounds like you all have had an exciting kidnap
adventure.  And I was glad to be of service.  Daniel,
good to see you but I shall return my charge back over to
you.  I need to get home and finish up some last minute odds
and ends.”

 

He leans in for one last hug but lingers just a few seconds
longer than necessary.  My guess was for Daniel’s benefit and
I didn’t mind that one iota either.  Zack waved good bye to
the rest of the group and headed off for his car.

 

After a few awkward seconds I snapped back into control mode or
is it ‘Mother Hen’ mode?  Either way I wanted to get the ball
rolling again.

 

“So what’s the rest of the plan Daniel?  Any more stops or
can we be relinquished back to our parents and lives?”

 

He looks at me questioningly, like he’s daring me to make a move
that would put me into a bad light.  I think the Zack
situation really ticked him off and my getting sea sick was a
personal affront to ruining his day.  But it all flashed
across his face and eyes in a matter of seconds and his mask had
been put back in place.  The happy go lucky guy was back and
ready for more fun.

 

“Well, I was hoping to go out for dinner, but we kind of ate on
the boat.  Are you hungry Scarlett?  We can stop and get
you something if you are.”

 

“No, I’m good.  I had some ice cream for good
behavior.  I’d really like to get back home though.  Lack
of sleep is really starting to catch up and my hands are hurting
some.  I don’t mean to be a kill-joy.”  I’m giving my
most innocent of looks to Daniel and the rest of the group. 
But I look at Paige last so she would get the final message - I
wanted to go home.

 

True to my sister’s commitment she pipes in, “Yeah.  I’m
getting a little tired and my dogs are barking!  Will we be
heading home soon?”

 

Seeing that there was pretty much no other choice Daniel
conceded with the shrug of the shoulders and shaking of his
head.  “I guess the adventure is coming to an end and one
never argues with more than one woman at a time.  Since I’m
being ganged up on I’ll have to go with the majority.”  He
looks over at Tara for the final vote.

 

I am looking at Tara also.  Subliminally sending the
message of ‘I want to go home, now’ and hoping that the message was
received.  “Who am I to go against the majority?  If
they’re tired then home it is.”

 

With a sigh of relief I mouth “Thank You” to her but I can tell
that she is not ready to go home herself.  I start walking to
the car to get things moving again when a wave of exhaustion slams
right into me.  I was truly worn out.  It had been a late
night babysitting, and then running around at the Boardwalk, riding
the rides, eating greasy food, my more than graceful crash and
burn, but I think it’s the emotional roller coaster that has gotten
to me the most.  Tara and her new true love, Zack and I
beginning again.  Who would have thought him to be a
chivalrous gentleman?  I needed to get home to process all of
this new information of relationships and changing
friendships.  I had a date, a date with my bed and my
thoughts.

 

The drive home was uneventful, quiet even.  Just kids
cruising in a classic mustang listening to music and hanging with
what seemed to be my new summer crew.  I wonder if Zack would
be included in this crew.  I guess it would be a wait and see
type of a situation.  The sun had set and a cool breeze blew
in thru the rolled down windows of the car.  I slump down even
more in my seat to rest my head on the back seat, close my eyes and
slowly begin to fade away.

 

Before I knew it we were home and Paige is nudging me
awake.  Tara, Daniel and Matty are looking at me from the
outside of the car and I’m wondering what they are laughing
at.  Only to find out that it is me because I had started
drooling while sleeping.  Nice.  I glare at Paige
insinuating a thanks for the backup and letting me know of the
potential embarrassment.  She shrugs innocently and turns to
give hugs good-bye.

 

“Thank you so much for letting me crash your party, or
kidnapping.”  She is smiling at Daniel, reaches up to give a
hug and he looks at me when her back is to me.  The
satisfaction reads clearly in his eyes.  One more ‘victim’ has
been won over by his charm and presence.  Looks like I’m the
last one to fall under his spell or maybe I’m the first to break
free of his casting abilities.  I am too tired to argue this
fact and ignore his gloating.

 

“Thanks again Daniel.  Matty you’re a real trooper to put
up with my crap from this morning.  I had a great time, all
though begrudgingly but it was fun and informative.  I’m sure
we’ll all be hanging out again very soon.”  I make my rounds
of thank you hugs and good-bye’s.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 12
Delimma's


Sleep.  That was the goal for tonight.  I don’t think
I could have survived another event.  My thoughts were
swirling around and round.  I felt like I was still on the
roller coaster or Ferris wheel.  The amount of information and
emotional wringing was unrelentingly flying through every facet of
my brain.

 

Tara was in love.  She said ‘I love you’ to Daniel and he
loves her.  Why is this such a difficult concept for me to
grasp?  If I really stopped to think and truly admitted to
myself the emotion I was feeling it would have to
be…jealousy.  Wow!  That is a difficult one for me
swallow.  I don’t think I’ve ever really felt this way so
strongly but the confusing part is, what am I jealous of?  Is
it the fact that Tara is in love?  That Daniel could be taking
my place as BFF?  Or that I am no longer the first person she
will be turning to, confide in, just hang out with?  I sound
so pathetic and feel jilted all in the same breath. 
Pathetic.  I really do need to get a life.  I know for a
fact that if the roles were reversed, Tara would be genuinely happy
for me, supportive and an all around great best friend.  The
answer is simple.  I need to suck it up and be a great best
friend too.  That should not be a hard thing to be but… that’s
just it.  But.  I cannot ignore the flags flapping in the
wind tunnel of my head.  Hence the complicated twist that has
become my new dilemma.

 

Speaking of dilemmas; Zack.  The feeling attached to this
is unnerving and should be irrelevant.  He cheated on
me.  That’s it, plain and simple.  Yet do I take my own
advice and give him the benefit of the doubt also?  Are the
flags too loud for Daniel that I can’t hear any for Zack?
 There is too much to think about or even going there to worry
about.  Friends.  That is the olive branch he extended
and that is all I’m willing to gab on to…for now.

 

I just need to go to sleep.  Go to my happy place and wake
up refreshed, alert and ready to tackle my thoughts with a clear
head.  The ironic part is that I’m tucked in my bed waiting
for sleep to come and my brain will not shut off.  Paige gave
me the space needed and didn’t hound me for reminiscing the day’s
events.  I didn’t even inquire about the boat field trip and
she didn’t ask about my ice cream date with Zack.  Mom even
left me alone knowing full well that she would get most of the
details from Paige.  Then why can’t I go to sleep?

 

I grab my iPod and scroll through to select my mellow play list
and close my eyes.  Coldplay starts off with The
Scientist.  Tell me your secrets, running in
circles, nobody said it was easy.  The lyrics run through
as if speaking to me, I focus on those and those alone. 
Nobody said it was easy, it’s such a shame for us to
part.  I’m going back to the start.  Sleep slowly
creeps through my body and I drift off with the lyrics in my
ear.

 

I know I’m dreaming but I can’t seem to wake myself
either.  I’m at the beach alone, sitting in front of a bonfire
on a sun bleached white log of driftwood.  It feels like a
late summer evening with dusk upon me and the sky ablaze with brush
strokes of pink clouds and an orange sky filled with yellow accents
and reflections from the ocean.  I feel calm and at peace,
happy in my revelry and beauty that brought me to this place. 
I hear laughter echoing from the waves and look to see who is
there.  Running through the sand playing with the waves
kissing her feet is the cutest little girl I had ever seen.
 Her blond hair in pig tails, a crisp white sundress flowing
and brushing against her bronze legs.  She looks up and sees
me watching her and she has the most amazing piercing green eyes,
eyes that belonged on someone much older than her few years of
life.  You couldn’t help but be swept up in her joy and
excitement playing with the water lapping at her feet.  I
smile to myself and wave to her.  She calls out to me and
waves but I can’t hear her over the crashing ocean.  I motion
that I can’t hear her and she starts to run towards me calling out,
waving her hands with a smile across her face that could lure you
into believing life was once so innocent.  As she approaches
the bonfire awe crosses her face at the simple beauty and makes her
way to sit next to me then says, “Hey Mom, are we going to roast
marshmallows tonight?”

 

I jolt awake sitting straight up in my bed, my covers had been
kicked to the floor and a light sheen of sweat covered my
body.  What the hell was that?  I look at the clock and
its 3:22 a.m.  I throw myself back against the pillows that
are left on my bed and try to close my eyes and get back to
sleep.  If I’m not too awake I should be able to slip into
unconsciousness easily.  But I wished for sleep too soon and
slowly remember I was awoken by the strange dream and the little
girl at the beach.  Weird.  I rarely dream or if I do I
usually don’t remember them as soon as I open my eyes.  This
was not one of those instances.  The little girl seemed
so—familiar.  I really hope that this is a dream of the very
distant future and not of things to come.  Uhg!  I like
babysitting other peoples kids, not my own and definitely not now
or yet or whatever!  Crap!  I’m not going back to sleep
now.

 

I pull myself upright and look around my room.  It’s a
disaster and in need of a good clean and some organization. 
I’m up so why waste it just lying in bed watching the clock and
wishing I was asleep.  I search for my iPod again which was
tangled up in the discarded covers and situate myself for cleaning
mode.  The room isn’t really that bad.  Just my clothes
all over the floor, laundry that I will need to do once the house
is awake, some books that I’m supposed to be reading for my English
class this up-coming senior year.  Underneath those I find my
journal.  I hadn’t written in it in months and since I’m up
and have the time, why not now.

 

I write about the dream I just had and that I’m up in the middle
of the night because of it cleaning my room when I came upon
you.  Usually writing in my journal is a therapeutic outlet
for me, but the thing is, is Tara reads this also.  And I read
hers.  That is one of our deals, one of the reasons for us to
never keep secrets from one another where no judgments can come
from the other person either.  We write to each other in them
also, comments on what has been written or notes of encouragement
or even complaints about whatever.  No judgments.  That’s
it.  I start to write like a mad woman.  I write about
the red flags regarding Daniel.  I write about my own
jealousy.  I write about my regret.  The outlet is
unbelievable, it is quieting, and it is forgiving.

 

By the time I’m finished I’m looking out my window watching the
sun rising in the east.  Dawn, it is beautiful and a rarity to
witnessing the start of a new day.  I feel good and
accomplished regardless of such an early start and I’m content
within myself and in my head.  It has quieted down up there
too, Thank God!  I was beginning to think that I was going
crazy.  It is early enough for me to head downstairs and start
the coffee.  I can surprise my Dad by having it ready for him
before he goes into work and I’ll treat him to a homemade
lunch.  I’m rocking out to my tunes making a sandwich, coffee
brewing, when my Dad startles the crap out of me by tapping me on
the shoulder.

 

“Gah!”  I jump back pulling the ear-buds out so I can hear
myself think.  “Sorry Dad you scared me.”

 

“You scared me too.  What are you doing up so early? 
I heard some really bad singing and had to come investigate.” 
He smirks at me as I roll my eyes.

 

“Ha-Ha you’re so funny.  I woke up at 3:22 this morning and
couldn’t go back to sleep.  So I cleaned my room, I wrote in
my journal, watched the sun rise then decided to surprise you with
coffee and a lunch. Phew!  I’ve been busy.”  I wink at my
Dad and wipe my hand across my forehead to swipe away the imaginary
sweat I’d broke.

 

“I see that.  Thanks sweetie,” he leans over and kisses me
on the forehead.  “Looks good and gives me the chance to
actually drink my coffee at home instead of in the car.  And I
get to enjoy some quality time with my favorite oldest
daughter.  Not too shabby for a Tuesday morning.”

 

“It’s Tuesday?”

 

“Uh yeah, that’s what usually follows Monday.”

 

“Thanks for the clarification.  It’s just I can’t believe I
didn’t know what day it was.  Summer is here I guess.”

 

“For you maybe, but I get to enjoy the beginning of another work
week.  Lucky me!”

 

“Sorry Dad didn’t mean to rub it in your face.  Just time
seems to fly by and you lose track.  I actually hate
that.  Not knowing what day it is or that they passed me by
without my knowing it.  You know?  I’m not making much
sense.  I think I need some coffee too.”  I head over to
the coffee pot and grab two mugs from the cabinet for us both.

 

Dad goes into the fridge for the creamer and grabs an apple and
English muffins to toast.  We settle into a simple routine
without even thinking about it.  He makes the toast, I finish
up his lunch then we settle in at the kitchen table to enjoy our
simple breakfast of toasted English muffins and coffee with apple
slices on the side.

 

“You went to bed awfully early last night.  Maybe that’s
why you’re up in the early hours this morning.  You got too
much sleep.”  Even he had to roll his eyes at that
statement.

 

“Yeah that’s it exactly.”  I join him in the eye
roll.  “No, I had a weird dream and it woke me up enough to
keep me awake.  So here I am, your date for this morning.”

 

“Well it’s a lovely treat for me and I’ll take what I can get
when I can get any of your time.  You’re always on the go and
we rarely see you anymore.”  He takes a sip of his coffee but
doesn’t miss giving me the look, that look of trying to make me
feel guilty for neglecting my good ole Dad.

 

“Geez, if I’d known it was going to be so thick this morning I
would have worn my boots!  Sheesh Dad, don’t you think you’re
laying it on a bit?  I’ve been around just not around when
you’re around.”  I smile my most innocent smile and bat my
eyes at him.

 

“Fine.  So what’s been going on with you?  I heard
that you and Paige had a little adventure yesterday.”  Now
he’s putting his most innocent face on.

 

I knew I couldn’t avoid this topic forever.  “Yep,
adventure is one way to call it.”

 

“Is there something I should know about?”  The concern
crosses his eyes.

 

“No no, Dad.  No worries really.  It was fun, just got
some info that I wasn’t too happy to receive regarding Tara and her
“new” boyfriend Daniel.”  I made air quotes around the word
new.

 

“So they are an official item now?”  He picked up on my
insinuation quickly.

 

“Yep.  They’re an item, officially.”

 

“I see you still have reservations about this Daniel.  And
I’m guessing you haven’t really voiced them to Tara either?” 
He raised one eyebrow while looking at the shock of his
insightfulness register on my face.  “Hey, give me some
credit.  I was a teenager once too you know.”

 

“No, just impressed that you pick up on that stuff so easily
sometimes.  I forget that you’re in a house full of women and
are somewhat attuned to our emotional climates.  That’s kinda
cool in a weird way ‘cause you’re my dad.”  I wink at him over
another sip of coffee.

 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”  He gets up and takes
his cup to the sink.  “I do have to get going to work
unfortunately but if you’re still leery about Daniel don’t doubt
yourself or get into situations that you don’t want to be in. 
Does that make sense?”

 

“I know.  I’m working through some stuff but I’ll be
fine.”

 

“I know you’ll be fine but know that your good ole dad is here
for back up, just in case.”

 

I really am the luckiest girl to have parents like mine.  I
smile at my Dad, stand up and give him a big hug before he
leaves.  “Thanks for being such a great dad, Dad.  I love
you.”

 

“Love you too sweetie.  You’re a pretty great oldest
daughter too.  Thanks for the company this morning and the
lunch.  See you tonight?”  He looked at me hopefully.

 

“Maybe.  Who knows what I’ve got planned for today or
tonight?”  I laugh at a final eye roll from him as he walks
toward the garage door.  “Have a good day!”

 

I wonder what my day will hold.  No set plan but it’s still
early, really early actually.  Guess I should go shower and be
prepared.  You never know when an impromptu kidnapping could
arise.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 13
Ungentlemanly


After such an eventful weekend the start of this new week was
going to seem a tad understated.  Tara was back to work at the
Frosty Freeze, Daniel patiently waiting for her shifts to finish
and me – well, I did manage something of my own.  I got a real
job, a summer job.  I’d forgotten that I had put in an
application for the YMCA day camp program.  I figured that
they didn’t need me because all positions had been filled.  My
girlfriend, Melissa from art class, had worked with them last
summer and put in a good word for me but was unable to secure a
spot for me.  Luckily, I think, one of the new counselors
broke her leg while rock climbing and her spot became
available.  Melissa did the hard sale with her boss and Voila!
I’m in!  It’s a part time gig, which works for me, two or
three days a week with weekends off.  I get to shuffle kids
back and forth from the park, the pool, the teen center.  And
this benefits me when a paycheck is involved I can actually save up
some money.

 

Because it was all so last minute when I got the call from my
new boss, Vicki, on Tuesday shortly after my morning rendezvous
with my Dad and following an impromptu re-interview over the phone
she asked me to come in on Wednesday. 

 

I called Tara first thing to share the great news.  But of
course that can’t even go as smoothly as I’d like.  I thought
I was going to get her voice mail because she should have been at
work so to my surprise, Daniel was the one to answer her phone.

 

“Hello?”  Was my irritated response

 

“Hey there Scarlett.  Long time no see or talk for that
matter.  What’s up?”  His calm control of the phone and
the conversation was already bugging the crap out of me.

 

“Hey Daniel.  Where’s Tara?”  My reply was short and
clipped.

 

“I’m great and you?  I thought we were in a truce? 
Why so short?”

 

I take a deep breath to calm myself and remind myself that I’m
in a good mood and had good news to share with my best
friend.  “You’re right.  How are you?  What’s up and
why do you have Tara’s phone.  Is she around?  I’d really
like to talk to her.”

 

“I’m well.  Thanks for asking.  Tara is at work. 
She gets off at 4 p.m. and I’m picking her up then.  My phone
broke so Tara let me use hers for some business that I needed to
take care of.  Did you want me to deliver a message to her for
you?”

 

“Uh, no.  Nothing important really, just let her know I
called.  I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

 

“Hey, not so fast.  Do you want to get together
tonight?  All of us can hang out.  Matty’s been hinting
around about you and your sister Paige ever since the other
day.  Poor kid won’t shut up about it.”

 

He sounded sincere but I didn’t know if I was up for a group
thing especially the night before I report to my first day of
work.  Daniel took my hesitance as not a good thing and
continued with, “It’s no big thing really.  Just be nice to
hang out some more.  You don’t have to if you don’t want
too.”

 

“No, it’s not that.  It’s just that…I really wanted to talk
to Tara and tell her first but,” I did not want to explain myself
to this guy but he is making me feel guilty for not confiding in
him, “Fine.  Let’s hang out tonight.  What did you have
in mind?  But I need to be in at a reasonable hour.  I
have plans tomorrow morning, early.”  Ha!  That wasn’t
telling him everything and I still get to tell Tara my good news
first.

 

“Well, is it good news or bad news that you want to tell
Tara?  I’m just asking because that could determine where and
what we do tonight.”  I could hear the smile in his voice and
the satisfaction that he was getting information from me whether I
liked it or not.

 

With another deep breath and quick count to ten I say, “Its good
news.  No big thing like I said.  Let’s just keep it
local, ok?”

 

“Sounds good to me. I can pick you up before we get Tara. 
That way we can both surprise her after work.”

 

“I’m not getting on your motorcycle or any motorcycle for that
matter Daniel.  Just have Tara pick me up when she gets off
work.”

 

“Scarlett, I would never assume, wait that’s not right, I just
couldn’t imagine you on the back of a motorcycle anyway. 
You’re not that kind of a girl, too much of a control freak to
allow that kind of release or freedom.”

 

Just as I’m starting to be nice he slams me with that! 
Like a dare or something.  What the Freak?  What a
jerk!  But before I could go off on him he continued with a
chuckle, “I have Tara’s car anyway.  My bike is at my house
and I’m out running around.  So I’ll swing by around 3:30,
ok?  See you then.”  And he hung up.  Just like
that, he hung up on me before I could respond or whatever.  So
frustrating.

 

I can’t believe Tara let him drive her car too.  That is
her baby, her pride and joy, and not to mention her Dad would flip
if he knew that someone other than Tara was driving that car. 
My mood is now frazzled and irritated when all I wanted to do was
share and celebrate something great.  I am not going to let
this ruin my day or new job success.  I’ll get to share soon
enough.

 

Surprisingly, Daniel shows up on time but I of course make him
wait for me.  I was ready but wasn’t ready to get in the car
with him, alone, I was still pissed at his assumptions and for
hanging up on me so quickly. 

 

Paige comes to my room and knocks quietly, “Scarlett, he’s
here.”

 

I wasn’t about to let Paige know I was more than irritated with
this prospect and it wouldn’t be fair to let it out on her
either.  That’s what Tara is for.  “Thanks Paige. 
Let him know I’ll be down in a sec.”

 

I dorked around in my room for about ten minutes.  Checked
my hair, touched up the make-up that I rarely put on, made sure
that my iPod was charged and ready, then I grabbed my purse and
headed downstairs.  Mom was in the kitchen figuring out dinner
and Paige was chatting it up with Daniel.

 

“So what are your plans for tonight?”  Paige was
fishing.

 

“Forget it Paige.  Not tonight.  Besides it should be
an early night for me anyhow.”  I look at Daniel and continue,
“I’m ready.  Let’s go.”

 

Daniel looks at Paige, shrugs then waves to my Mom as we head
for the door.  “It was good seeing you again Mrs.
Hunter.  Maybe next time Paige.”  And he winked at her as
we left.

 

Once we got settled in the car I couldn’t hold back my petulance
any longer. “I really wish you wouldn’t encourage my sister like
that.  I don’t want her thinking that it’s ok for her to hang
out with you.”

 

“I like Paige.  She’s a sweet kid.  And why can’t she
hang out with me?”

 

“You are too old for one thing and secondly, I don’t know if I
want her hanging around with us all the time.”  I could have
said worse that I didn’t trust the guy any further than I could
throw him, but figured that would get back to Tara and I don’t want
to start in about Daniel first thing when I see her.

 

“I didn’t peg you as the kind of sister who didn’t want their
little sister cramping her style.  Tara seems to think highly
of her, why don’t you?”

 

Did he just turn this around onto me, again?  That is not
the reason or the point.  Why does this guy get my blood
boiling so quickly and why can’t I just tell him to Piss Off!

 

I take a deep breath, count to ten and remind myself that we did
discuss a truce of some sort.  But that didn’t mean I had to
let him off of the hook so easily either.  “No, that is not
the case.  Paige is still young and I don’t want her getting
involved in anything bad or trouble.  I kind of get the
feeling that trouble likes to follow you around and I’m not willing
to let my sister get in the middle of that.  End of
story.”

 

Daniel didn’t even bat an eye or react badly to my
clarification.  He just chuckled to himself then gave me a
side long glance and moved to reach over me to get to the glove
box.  I shrink back into the seat not realizing what he is
doing and that just encourages more laughter from him.  He
pops open the glove box to grab a pack of cigarettes lying on the
top of cd’s and random papers that Tara has shoved in there. 
He then proceeds to light up.  Are you kidding me?

 

“You smoke?”  The disgust is not hidden in my tone.

 

“Yeah, want one?”  He smiles at me offering me one from the
pack.

 

“Uh, NO!  That is the most disgusting habit ever. 
Does Tara know you smoke?  And should you really be smoking in
HER car?”

 

“Of course she knows.  She knows everything about me.”

 

“I find that hard to believe and I can’t believe she would put
up with that.  That was always a deal breaker for us.”

 

“Well she said she doesn’t mind, not a deal breaker for
her.  Obviously you don’t know her as well as you thought you
did.”  There was a satisfied smirk across his face as he blew
out a long drag of smoke.

 

“Are you trying to go out of your way to make me not like
you?”

 

“Oh I’m sorry Scarlett how inconsiderate and ungentlemanly of
me.  That’s it isn’t it?  Gentlemanly is what you expect
and I’m not measuring up, not like Zack anyway, right?  How is
Zack by the way? ”

 

“You are the one proving to be inconsiderate, not me.  And
I never said you were a gentleman.  Zack is great, thanks for
asking.”  Ha, take that and smoke it!

 

“Don’t you think that you’re being a bit of a hypocrite
here?  ‘Lemme get this straight.  Zack cheated on you and
you’re willing to forgive him this ‘ungentlemanly’ act but it’s not
ok for Tara to be going out with me because I smoke?  Did I
miss something here?”

 

“I never said you were a gentleman. And Zack is just a
friend.  That’s it.  I don’t know if I’ve even forgiven
him yet but at least he is taking my feelings and values into
consideration.  What business is it of yours anyway?  Why
do you go out of your way to frustrate and irritate me?  What
did I do to you?”

 

“Once again, I’m sorry.  I didn’t know that I frustrate and
irritate you.”  The sarcasm is dripping thickly in his voice,
“But did you ever think that maybe you irritate me?”

 

I’m taken aback.  That thought, honestly, never even
crossed my mind, but why or what are the reasons I don’t seem to
understand.  I know I’m not the most approachable person but
to have someone not like me because – Because why?

 

Unfortunately my witty sarcasm was a bit delayed and he picked
right up on it and pounced.  “Tara is mine.  Not yours
anymore.  You irritate me because you think that you still
have a say in her life and decisions.  And once she comes to
the realization that I am the only one who cares about her, you
will fall to the wayside.  It’s just a matter of time and I
can taste it already.”

 

I don’t even know how to respond to this.  Tara was
his?  Where does he get off thinking that?  She was not
mine either, but really?  His?  She is my best friend but
she doesn’t belong to me nor do I belong to her.

 

Then Daniel breaks into a roar of laughter.  “Oh my
God!  You should see your face right now.  It’s
priceless.  I’m just kidding Scarlett.  Geez, you take
everything so seriously.  We’re going to have to work on that
this summer.  You need to relax and loosen up. 
Seriously, I was just yanking your chain.”

 

“Yanking my chain?  You thought that was funny?  Did
you know that there is truth behind sarcasm and joking aside? 
That was not funny!”  I reach over and slap him in the arm,
hard.

 

“Ow!  You pack a punch.  Ok, Ok, I take it back. 
I was just kidding, I promise.  I will never do that
again.  I swear.  Wait…are you crying?”

 

I couldn’t help it or hide it any longer, the ultimate betrayer
of my emotions, tears.  What he had said hit home more than
I’d like to admit, it was piercing.  Awful, the thought of
loosing Tara to anything or anyone like that.  This was not a
funny situation or joke.

 

 

 

﻿










Chapter 14
Girl Talk


I remained silent the rest of the drive to Tara’s work trying to
compose myself and not give Daniel any satisfaction of appeasing
his crass behavior.  I may not be the most manipulative person
but I am still a girl and can use some of my girly ways to inflict
some sort of guilt on a boy.

 

Just as he pulled into a parking spot in front of the restaurant
I reached for the door handle to escape my tormentor but Daniel was
quick on the plan and grabbed my arm.  I looked down at his
hand then met his eyes with the entire wrath I could muster. 
He removed his hand just as quickly.

 

“Scarlett, wait.”  He was trying to keep himself out of the
dog house and I was not in a giving mood.

 

“I don’t want to hear it.  Save it for someone else.” 
I jumped out of the car and headed in.  I saw Tara immediately
but could tell she was still on the clock and busy cleaning
up.  So I went for the bathroom to inspect my face to see how
badly I looked and what would be required to repair the make-up I
so rarely wore.  Funny thing about that though, once in the
solace of the single room bathroom, no one to bother me I could
gather my thoughts and emotions.

 

Fact number one:  Daniel is proving a jerk more and
more.  I thought we had agreed to a truce…truce over.

 

Fact number two:  Tara is head over heels for this guy and
I have no way of getting through to warn her about what a jerk he
is.

 

Fact number three:  I don’t know what that is yet but give
me some time and I bet I can come up with one.  He’s still a
Class “A” Jerk though.

 

Deep breaths, counting to ten, going to my happy place and a bit
of face powder to touch up the red nose and eyes, I was ready to
face the masses.  I walk out to see Tara snuggling close to
Daniel in a corner booth.  Uhg! 

 

Putting on my happy face I say, “Hey girly! How was work?”

 

“Oh you know, same ole, same ole.  What’s up with
you?  Daniel said you called and wanted to talk.”

 

“It’s no big thing really.  I just wanted to share.” 
I smile at Tara all the while I’m mentally screaming, Tell
Daniel to go away so we can talk, privately!  Lucky for
me it worked.

 

She turned to Daniel and said, “Hey, do you mind if I talk to
Scarlett for a sec?  Just some girl talk, you don’t mind do
you?”

He looks up at me while I’m standing there with the most
innocent smile I can concoct, “Yeah, you don’t mind, do you? 
Girl talk.”

 

He was stuck.  No escaping not getting out of the way or
into the conversation.  Ha!  Jerk!

 

“Sure babe.  No problem.  I needed to make a call
anyway.”  He got out of the booth then swept his arm gesturing
for me to take his seat, “Scarlett.”

 

I ignored his attempt at chivalry and sat across from
Tara.  We both looked up at him waiting for him to take his
leave.  Of course he couldn’t leave without lying one on Tara,
kissing that should be reserved for private moments, not public
ones.  As he pulled away, Tara was blushing at the intensity
and I was rolling my eyes at his gall.  He finally turned and
walked out the door, pulling another cigarette out then lighting
up.

 

“I can’t believe you are tolerating that.”  I can’t keep
the disgust from crossing my face and in the tone of my voice as I
nod my head towards Daniel and his nasty habit.

 

“It’s not that big of a deal.  One bad habit is not going
to keep us apart.”  She is looking longingly at Daniel with a
faraway gaze then sighs.

 

I snap my fingers in front of her face, “Earth to Tara. 
Tune in Tara.  Focus here.  Girl talk, remember?”

 

“Right.  Focus.  Girl talk.  So what’s up?” 
She seemed a bit wary now and I wondered if Daniel had a chance to
say anything to her in the few moments I was in the restroom

 

“Oh nothing too big…just that I got a job!”  I’m smiling
and the excitement is oozing out.

 

“That’s great!  Where?  What?  When? 
How?  Congrats!  Oh, I’m so excited for you!”  She
is clapping her hands in excitement.   Now that was the
response I was hoping for.

 

I proceeded to tell her about the call I received and the info
I’d been given. “I’m excited too.  And it’s perfect. 
Part-time, no weekends and a paycheck!  I don’t think I could
have asked for a better summer job.”  I hold my hand up, curl
my fingers to breathe on my nails then rub them on my shirt.

 

We proceeded to squeal a bit more with enthusiasm then giggled
tons more at our silliness.  It felt so good.  Just to be
there, sharing with my friend, and being just girls, like we hadn’t
done this in forever.  Once we were able to catch our breaths
and settle down we just started chatting like normal.

 

“So I’m dying to know.  What really is the story with
Zack?  I know that we haven’t really had a chance to talk, so
dish.”  She put her elbows on the table resting her chin in
her hands.

 

I laugh at her attentiveness and start dishing.  But it was
funny because I couldn’t be completely open with her.  I
couldn’t confide in her because part of the relationship that was
blossoming between Zack and I was my dealing with her and Daniel’s
new relationship.

 

“…so to sum it up, we are just friends.  That’s as far as
I’m willing to go – for now.”  I feel myself blushing.  I
haven’t really voiced my intentions or future with Zack and Tara
doesn’t let that go unnoticed.

 

“You’re blushing, so cute.  But seriously, you think you
might give him another chance?”

 

“I don’t know.  I’ll admit that the thought has crossed my
mind more than a few times in the last couple of days.  But
that is rushing things and I do know that he’s gonna have to work
for it, that’s only fair. Right?”  Then we start to giggle
some more.

 

I knew that our time was limited and I wanted some “dish” from
Tara too.  “So what’s up with you two?  I know we all
spent the weekend sort of together, but we really haven’t had the
chance to talk either.  Now you dish.”  And in perfect
imitation of Tara I rested my elbows on the table with my face on
my palms.

 

“I don’t even know where to start.  It’s just been such a
whirlwind and so intense.  I’ve never felt like this before,
ever.  He’s just so amazing and understanding and he
knows me so well it’s scary.  His touch, his kisses, he’s so
passionate its mind numbing.”  She rolls her eyes to the back
of her head in recall of a memory I’d rather not hear about at the
moment.

 

“Ok, Ok, Ok.  I get it, you like the guy, a
lot.  I get it.  So are you telling me this is true
love and there are no secrets or reservations about him?  None
at all?”  That was my slick way of avoiding my absolute
concern but insinuating all the same.

 

“Yes, I think that this is true love.  And no, there are no
reservations or secrets between us.  I trust him
completely.”

 

In my mind I’m thinking, that’s what I was afraid of,
but I say out loud instead, “Well if that’s how you feel then,
congrats.  Just can you do me one favor?”

 

“Sure, what?”

 

“Can you not forget about your lonely old best friend?  I
understand that you guys want to spend all of your time together, I
get that, but I miss you too you know.  And I don’t want to
have to get updates in between shifts, if you know what I
mean?”  I give her my puppy dog eyes and stick out my bottom
lip pouting.

She laughs at my over dramatization and says, “Fine, fine,
anything but the puppy dog eyes.  You know I’m a sucker for
that.  I promise that I will make time for you but the same
goes for you too.  You’ll be working now and I’m thinking that
Zack may be a contender of your time whether you want to admit it
or not.  Let’s do this, one day a week just us girls. 
Even if it’s only for a couple of hours, we can catch up and what
not.  Sound good?”

 

“Perfect.”  I smile at my beautiful best friend.  I
knew Daniel didn’t have her totally brainwashed.  He’s a
master manipulator, I get that now.  I’ll just have to
remember and keep in mind that Tara is still my best friend and we
love each other too.

 

As if right on queue Daniel walks back in.  He looks at us
both then rests his eyes just a second longer on me and nods. 
He knew that I didn’t say anything to Tara regarding our car ride
over and I knew that he wasn’t about to tell her either.  Two
can play this game.

 

The rest of the evening was uneventful.  Daniel was on his
best behavior, Tara was even more attentive to the both of us, as
if sensing the unspoken tension between Daniel and me, juggling
between conversations with me and tender reassuring caresses for
him.  I felt bad for her.  I could say that it was mostly
my fault for her yo-yo act but Daniel could admit cause in this
too.  We ended up hanging out at the coffee shop for awhile
then headed out to pick up Matty from home.  Dinner to
celebrate my gainful employment was the excuse for the
evening.  I kept my opinions to myself and just cruised along
with my “new” summer gang going with the flow and not rocking the
boat.  I’d get my time in with Tara soon enough.  I could
be patient.

 

Tara made sure that I was home by 10 o’clock.  “You need to
be rested for your big day and impress the kiddies in the
process.”  She gave me another big hug as I got out of the car
and Matty walked me to the door.

 

“Thanks Matty.  I had fun tonight.  Who knows when
I’ll see you again but I’m thinking it will probably be
soon.”  I turned to unlock and open the front door when Matty
cleared his throat.

 

“Uh, Scarlett.  Uh…do you think?  Um I mean, would it
be possible if….”  His nervousness was endearing but I had no
idea as to what he wanted to ask.

 

“What’s up Matty?  Just spit it out.  I promise I
don’t bite, too hard.”  I was smiling and winking at the same
time.

 

He took a deep breath to collect himself then started again,
“Ok.  Do you think I could get Paige’s number from you? 
I mean, if you’re cool with that.  I’d just like to talk to
her some, if you don’t mind.”

 

It was so cute and also unexpected.  I liked Matty and
didn’t get any waving flags from him but I couldn’t dismiss the
fact of Daniel’s influence.  How do I address this one? 
But I also had to give Paige some credit and let her make a few of
her own decisions.  How much worse can things get, I mean
really?

 

“Let’s do this.  Why don’t I give your number to Paige and
let her give you a call.  Does that sound fair?”

 

The relief that washed over his face was priceless. 
“Thanks Scarlett.  That would be awesome.”  He turned to
head back to the car all the while Daniel and Tara were watching
the entire scene and giggling.

 

I stuck my tongue out at them then headed into the house. 
They’re so silly and mean to give him a hard time.  He’s a
good kid and deserved a break.  Paige would be thrilled, I
think.  I said my good-night’s to my parents then went to my
room.

 



﻿










Chapter 15
Surprise


The next few weeks started to take on a routine shape.  My
job was amazing.  I couldn’t believe how fun it was and the
kids, aside from a couple pains in the ass, were great.  The
schedule couldn’t have been better either.  I was working four
days a week for six hours.  I was usually off by mid afternoon
with plenty of time to myself.  The best part was the surprise
my parents gave me.  I never expected anything so to say I was
shocked put it mildly.

 

It was about three weeks into my new working schedule when my
Dad showed to pick me up after my shift was over.

 

“Hey Dad!  Did you get off work early today?  Is Mom
ok?”

 

“Hi Honey.  Everything is fine.  I just took the rest
of the day off, thought I deserved some time off for good
behavior.”  He winked at me and smiled like he had a
secret.

 

“Cool.  Lucky you.  What do you have planned?  Or
is it just a ‘playing hooky’ kind of a day.  I will admit it
is a beautiful day and it’s Friday.”

 

“I thought I’d take your Mom on a little weekend getaway. 
I think we deserve a little R&R, don’t you?”

 

“Sweet!  Does Mom know about it or are you literally
surprising her?  Where’re you going anyway?”

 

“No surprising, Mom’s in on it.  You know how she gets with
last minute surprises.  If she can’t pack properly it would be
disastrous.  Remember last time, never again.”  He’s
chuckling at the memory and I laugh along with him.  “I
thought we’d head up the coast to Santa Barbara for a few
days.  Think you can man the fort for us and keep an eye on
Paige?”

 

“Uh, sure.  No problem but not to put a kink in things, but
I do have a job now.  How will I get to work?  I could
ask Tara or maybe I can ask for a day off…”  I didn’t want to
have to do that so soon to starting my job. 

 

“Don’t be silly Scarlett.  You can drive this car to
work.  Paige already has our schedule and is making plans of
her own too.”

 

Not that I wanted to look a gift horse in the mouth but my Dad
never let me drive his car.  I’ve had my license for about six
months but the only car I was allowed to drive was my mom’s
mini-van.  Hence Tara did most of the driving around. 
Dad’s car wasn’t anything super special, just an older model BMW
325i coupe, 1995, dark blue with a lot of miles on it.

 

“Ok, I’ll bite.  You’re going to let me drive this
car.  Does this mean you’re taking the mini-van on your
trip?”  My dad had a love-hate relationship with my mom’s
car.  Mom loved it, he hated it.

 

That’s when Dad was pulling up to our house, his stupid grin
returned and he nodded towards the driveway.  “No, we’re going
to take that car.”

 

There sat my Dad’s dream car.  He always admired Tara’s
mustang, I think he was a bit jealous if you ask me.  But in
the driveway was a 2010 Shelby Mustang, with the white racing
stripe down the center and fire-engine red everywhere else. 
I’m not a great knowledgeable chick who knows everything about
cars, but I did know how to appreciate a piece of art.  And
that car was art and beautiful.

 

“Oh. My. God.  Are you serious?  When? 
Where?  How?  Dad she’s beautiful.  I’m so happy for
you.”  By then we were out of the old car and drooling over
his new car.  I reached out to caress the Mustang, just to be
sure she was real.  Dad couldn’t stop smiling.  He was
like a kid in a candy store and just got the whole store handed to
him.

 

“Thanks Sweetie.  I must admit I am excited too and can’t
wait to really take her out.  Even Mom is looking forward to
cruising around with your old man here.”  He’s gesturing
towards himself pointing with his thumbs.  “Now comes the best
part.  Here,” he tosses the keys to the BMW at me.

 

I react quickly and catch the keys flying at me,
“Seriously?”

 

“Yep.  We have been talking about this for awhile and
everything seemed to just fall into place.  Shelby was ready
for me and you’re ready for the BM’er.”

 

“OH MY GOD!”  I screamed and ran into my Dad’s awaiting
arms, squeezing and hugging him as hard as I could.  “I
promise to take good care of it.  I’ll be responsible. 
I’ll do whatever!   Just…Thank You!”

 

He was laughing at my overzealousness in promises and was just
as happy for me as I was for him.  I truly have the greatest
parents EVER.  After lavishing my Dad with gratitude I work my
way into the house to continue with my Mom.  I think my folks
enjoyed giving this unexpected gift almost more that I did
receiving it, but not quite.

 

The parental units were heading up the coast for an extended
weekend, returning on Tuesday.  Paige had made plans with her
best friend, Natalie and wouldn’t be home till Sunday
evening.  So I basically had the whole house to myself for two
whole days.  A party was out of the question.  My parents
trusted me and I wasn’t about to abuse their trust; maybe a small
gathering, but not a full blown party.

I waited as patiently as I could while they laid out the ground
rules for this weekend, the responsibility that I would have for
Paige and for my new car.  I just couldn’t wait to get out and
take it for a spin.  By myself, no schedule to abide by and no
curfew for that matter tonight either.  I had to get to Tara
a.s.a.p.

 

I’ve driven alone numerous times but today was momentous. 
I can’t even begin to describe the freedom, independence or pure
elation that I felt cruising down the freeway.  I’m sure if
people were even remotely paying attention to me, they would be
wondering “what is up with that girl and the shitty grin that is
across her face?”

 

Tara was at work so I showed up by going through the
drive-thru.  I only ordered a Pepsi and drove forward to the
window.

 

“Shut up!  Your Dad let you drive his car?”  I knew
that would ultimately be her response.

 

“Nope, he let me drive my car to come over and show
off!”  I couldn’t wipe the grin or extreme jubilance from
eeking through!  Which was followed by the both of us
screaming for joy.

 

“EEEEEEEE!  Oh My God!  Seriously!?  How did that
happen?”  Her questions and reactions spilling forth along
with her Manager looking over her shoulder to see what all the
commotion was about.

 

“I know.  That’s totally what I said too.”  I took a
deep breath just to catch my breath and gave her the abridged
version of my Dad getting his dream car and giving me my new/used
car.

 

“But wait, it gets even better.  My folks are going out of
town this weekend, taking their new ride for a mini road
trip.  Breaking it in and all.”  I hesitated for only a
second wondering if I should have shared that tid bit with Tara but
immediately knew I would have regardless of her current
attachments. “Do you think you can swing spending the weekend with
me at my house?”

 

“Of course!  Like you need to ask!”  She looked over
her shoulder noticing her boss eyeballing her longer than
usual.  “I get off at 8 o’clock tonight.  I’ll come
straight over then.”  She handed me my soda and motioned with
her eyes that big brother was watching and she didn’t need any
reason for him to be in a mood for her chatting it up longer than
necessary.

 

“Call or text me when you get off.”  And I drove off before
she could get into any trouble.

 

Great.  Tara was up for the weekend but I knew that Daniel
would also be included in that ratio.  Oh well.  I wasn’t
going to let that ruin my great mood for the moment.  I wanted
to drive and drive and drive, but I also wanted to share this
moment with someone also.  It was still early and I wondered
if Zack would be home.  Only one way to find out, ok maybe two
ways to find out.  I chickened out on just driving over to his
house, to presume it as being too forward.  So I picked up my
cell and called him instead.

 

He answered on the third ring, “Hello?”

 

“Hey Zack, its Scarlett.  How’s it going?”  The
nervousness I felt seemed to consume the inside of the car.

 

“Hey.  I was just thinking about you.  Funny, eh?”

 

“I guess we’re on the same page then.  What are you up to
right now?  You up for some company?”

 

“I’m not doing anything, just hangin’.  I was supposed to
work tonight at the Yacht Club but my buddy called wanting to pick
up an extra shift so we switched and I don’t need to go in till
tomorrow.  I was actually getting ready to call you and see
what you were up to this evening, see if you wanted to hang out or
whatever.”  I could hear the hesitance in his voice but relief
at the same time.

 

“Well it just so happens that I’m available right now. 
Mind if I swing by and pick you up?  I got a surprise today
and wanted to share it with a friend.  You game?”

 

“Sweet.  A surprise?  Any hints or do I have to wait
for you to get here?”

 

“You’ll have to wait but I’ll be there in about ten
minutes.  Be ready.”

 

“Sounds like a plan.  I’ll be ready and waiting.  Do
you want to come in or should I meet you outside?”

 

“Outside.  I’ll see you in a sec.”  I was smiling as I
hung up the phone and was maneuvering the car to my new
destination.

 

Zack was true to his word and patiently waiting for me outside
his house.  As I pulled up I was genuinely happy to see
him.  It had been a couple of weeks since we’d seen each
other.  We both have been working a lot and our schedules
weren’t meshing well.  But we have been texting and a few
short phone conversations in between.

 

His smile was almost disarmingly potent.  “Hey
Scarlett!  It’s great to see you.  I think spontaneity
works best for us.  What do you think?”

 

I laughed at the recollection of our busy schedules and nodded
in agreement. “Absolutely.  So what do you think?”

“Think about what?”

 

“My new ride.”  I wave my arm in a sweeping gesture to show
off my newly acquired vehicle.

 

“You got a car?  Sweet!  When and how did this
happen?  I thought you were mini-van bound for at least
another year.”  He’s laughing at his own joke and gets in on
the passenger’s side.

 

“Ha, Ha.  My dad surprised me with it today.  It’s his
old car, he got his dream car.  A Shelby.”  Zack’s eyes
almost popped out of his head with that information.

 

“Are we going back to your house to see that?”

 

“Uh, No!  This is my surprise and I wanted you to come out
with me cruisin’.  Think you can handle that?”

 

“Of course I can.  But I can’t guarantee not commenting on
your chick driving habits.”  He chuckled at his attempt at
humor and I slapped him in the arm before he became too overwrought
with laughter.

 

“Jerk!  I can kick you out you know.”

 

“No, no, I’ll be nice.  Where we headed?”

 

“Let’s head towards the beach and see where we end up. 
Sound good?”

 

“Drive on oh mighty one, drive on!”  His sarcasm was in
rare form already.

 

Zack was on his best behavior and refrained from comments on my
driving capability.  It was another beautiful Southern
California summer day.  The sky was crystal clear, without
even a wisp of cloud cover and sunburned tourists galore.  The
windows were rolled down, the sunroof open welcoming the sunshine
warming our skin followed by the cool ocean breeze kissing our
cheeks.

 

Since I was so exuberant with my new toy I forgot to eat lunch
and my stomach decided to remind me after awhile.  Luck was on
our side and the parking Gods in favor we found a space nicely
located close to the Boardwalk and eateries.  I wasn’t in the
mood for sitting to eat so we kept it simple with French fries and
soda’s then headed out along the walkway bordering the beach. 
The surfer’s were starting to come out for the evening sets and the
beaches were clearing of their inhabitants from all day long.

 

Zack and I were quiet after eating just enjoying the atmosphere
and energy from the repetitious beating of the waves against the
sand.  I don’t even know when it happened or how I didn’t
notice until I looked down at my hand and our fingers were entwined
swinging along with our footsteps.  It brought me up short and
I stopped instantly holding up our hands looking from them to
Zack.

 

“What?”  Zack looked just as surprised but didn’t release
my hand either.

 

“What do you mean what?  How did we end up holding
hands?”  But as I’m accusing him of this I realize that I’m
not really upset about it, just curious as to how it came
about.

 

“Would you believe me if I said I have no idea?”  His eyes
were gleaming in the setting sun and a satisfied smile spreads
across his face.

 

I thought about his statement then just shook my head in
disbelief.  I conceded, letting our connected hands fall back
between us and started walking again.  He squeezed my hand in
triumph but was smart enough to know when to keep his mouth shut at
the same time.  We turned around and started working our way
back to the car.

 

“I need to start heading back.  Tara gets off work at eight
and she’s coming over to my house.”  I hadn’t shared the fact
that my parents were going out of town with Zack and in that same
moment I realized that Tara would not be alone either.  I said
no party, but did think gathering, right?  “Do you want to
come over and hang out with us tonight?  My parents are gone
this weekend.”

 

I saw the wheels turning in Zack’s head but cut him off at the
pass, “No party’s.  Just a few of my friends over, hanging out
enjoying each other’s company.  We can swim, hang by the pool,
and order some pizza.  What do you think?”

 

“Am I right in assuming that Tara’s boyfriend is going to be
there?”  It wasn’t really an accusation or a question. 
It was more like a concern, a concern for my well being or
safety.  And I liked it.

 

“I’m assuming,” I replied with a shrug.

 

“Sure, I’d love to come over.  But can we swing back by my
house to pick up my car?  I don’t want you to have to take me
home later.”  How considerate.

 

I took him back to his house and he asked me to wait for him
while he ran in and got his bathing suit and whatnot.  While I
waited for him I texted Tara letting her know the 411 for tonight
and then called to check in with my parents.  They sounded so
cute over the phone.  Like teenagers free for a weekend, no
worries or responsibilities.  Just each other, the open road
and spontaneity.  I was happy for them.  I wished them a
safe trip and told them that Tara would be staying at the house
with me.  In the back of my mind I was kind of hoping that
they would say something about “no boys” being at the house, mainly
meaning Daniel, but no go.  They didn’t say a word.
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Chapter 16
In the Mix


When we got back to my house, Zack was on his best behavior, yet
again.  It was like he took on the protector role or something
like it.  It wasn’t in a domineering way, more like
endearing.  He opened the front door for me, casually glanced
around making sure nothing or no one was where they shouldn’t
be.  It was only 7:00 and Tara would probably be an hour or so
before getting here.  I suggested ordering pizza, but neither
of us was really hungry yet.  We ended up outside hanging by
the pool.  It took a little bit of effort to relax and be
normal.

 

I started giggling at the awkwardness and couldn’t refrain from
commenting on it. “This is silly right?  I get the feeling
that you’re nervous or on edge and I’m kind of feeling the same
way.  Am I off base here?”

 

Zack chuckled at my quick observation, “Yeah it is silly. 
There’s nothing to be nervous about.  I think it’s just weird
that we are ‘really’ alone together, you know?”

 

He was right.  We’ve been hanging out but there have always
been other people around, whether it’s with our friends or even in
a public place, but not ‘really’ alone.  So to break the
awkward tension I jump up from my chair, look over my shoulder,
wink at Zack then race head long and dive into the pool fully
clothed.  As I broke thru the water’s surface looking for his
reaction all I see instead is Zack flying over my head, body curled
up tight in cannonball form almost landing on top of me.  I
swim out of his way to avoid being crushed waiting to receive the
intended giant splash.

 

I’m prepared for his resurfacing, ready to splash relentlessly
when I feel him grab my legs and pull me under.  The water
wrestling ensued until I couldn’t breathe, fight him off, or
win.

 

I screamed through the laughter, “UNCLE!  Ok, you win!”

 

He stopped immediately, hands in the air respecting my
defeat.  But I of course couldn’t let him off so easily and
had to get one last dunk in.  I hurled myself at him, hands
landing on top of his head to push him under.  I’d forgotten
how strong and quick he truly was because just as he was going
under he grabbed hold of my waist and under I went right along with
him. 

 

Arms locked around me we broke the surface a final time,
laughter filling the air.  “You’re a cheater Scarlett. 
You now have to pay the penalty for falsely claiming ‘uncle’.”

 

“Penalty?  And what pray tell would that be?”  It was
only in that moment I realized his arms were still around me, my
arms once again with a mind of their own draped over his shoulders
and his face only inches from mine.  At any other time, even
the Zack of the past, would have just completely taken advantage of
the circumstance and embrace but he didn’t.

 

“I really want to kiss you right now Scarlett.  But…” 
The desire behind his eyes was undeniable, but his promise still
rang true, I want to be your friend, and he looked away
embarrassed.

 

I knew what it would mean if I did allow him to kiss me but I
was tired of being the responsible girl who thinks and over thinks
every aspect of her life.  Spontaneity was the key with us,
isn’t that what we had just discussed earlier that day?  I
placed my hand on his face pulling him back to re-establish our
broken eye contact.  I didn’t want to think, I wanted to
connect.  Leaning in just slightly our eyes locked I managed
to nod in acquiesce.  Tenderly our lips met in the middle of
the few inches separating us.  Anticipation, tension, sparks,
butterflies, passion are flying thru every cell of my body and
reacting just as eagerly are his.  It was like meeting up with
an old friend, picking up where we left off, no time separating us,
but in the same thought - this is new, and exciting, and
unexpected.

 

It seemed like we kissed for just seconds when he gently pulled
away, not breaking our embrace but breathing just as hard as if he
had been swimming laps instead.  He smiled at my
disappointment in breaking apart.  “Penalty paid.”  He
whispered.

 

I had to smile at that but wasn’t about to let him off the hook
as easily, “Not quite.” 

 

I leaned in this time with desire I’d never experienced
before.  This kissing was 100% pent up frustration, lust and
desire, our mouths moving together, feeling his tongue teasing and
caressing my lips.  He tasted like nothing I’d ever sampled
before.  It wasn’t like the last time we were together and I
didn’t want it to stop either.  My hands wound in his hair
pulling closer, pressing my body against his, not wanting anything
separating us, not even the water.

 

Was I really going to go through with this?  Was this
it?  My chance or opportunity?  I’d never wanted anything
more than right then and there.  I unwound my hands from his
hair working their way down his chest, caressing his arms, fumbling
for his shirt.  I pulled his t-shirt up not wanting to break
in kissing him.  Zack felt his shirt rising up in my insistent
hands and quickly assisted in ripping it over his head, catching
our breaths for a split second then returning to our new
addiction.  I wanted his skin touching me, his hands on
me.  Before I knew it my shirt is being ripped over my head
and I’m surprised to find that it’s me taking it off.  I crush
myself against Zack’s chest, hands entwined in his hair, the heat
our skin creates with the contact.  His mouth releases mine
and trails over my jaw to my neck where the anticipation is almost
paralyzing; he takes a deep breath and loosens his grip on my
body.

 

He pulls himself up, breathing heavily, meeting my eyes and
says, “Scarlett, we should stop.”

 

“What?  What do you mean, stop?  It’s ok Zack.  I
want this.”  I’m pleading with my eyes, touching his face,
leaning in to start kissing him again.  He reacts instantly to
my persuasive kisses and things start to resume where we had left
off when he reluctantly pulls away again.

 

“You have no idea how much I want this too, but not here. 
Not like this.”  I could see the mental strain in his eyes as
he tries to convince himself that he’s doing the right thing.

 

It was enough to get me to stop and think.  Not like
this…

 

“I don’t want to stop.  If I stop and really think about it
then I know I won’t be able to go through with it.  Don’t stop
Zack.  Have sex with me.”  I try to lean in and kiss him
again but he lowers his head and rests it in the crook of my neck,
groaning.

 

“Grrr!  You seriously have no idea…”  He trails off
not finishing his sentence then straightens up, placing his hands
on my hips.  I’m reaching up to continue when he spins around
lifting me up out of the water, sitting me on the edge of the
pool.

 

I suddenly feel exposed, sitting there in my bra, my pants
startling unbuttoned when he looks at me with the most pained
expression I’ve ever seen.  “You have no idea how beautiful
and tempting that sounds.  But Scarlett, I know you.  I
don’t want us having sex be something you regret.  Something
you did on impulse, something you may wish you could take
back.”  I start to plead my case when he brings his fingers to
my lips to silence me, “You will regret it and I don’t want to be
another regret for you.  You know I’m right and for the record
this is the hardest, no pun intended, thing I have ever
done.”

 

The cool air against my body was the wake-up call needed. 
I shrug in defeat but grateful in the same moment.  “I’m
sorry.  I shouldn’t have… ”

 

Zack interrupts before I can apologize even more, “Stop. 
Do not apologize for being human, and sexy, and tempting, and
amazingly beautiful.”  He smiles comfortingly up at me. 
“Like I said you have no idea how much I want that too.  Let’s
wait on that subject.  I love the making-out part
though.  Can we keep that in the mix?”

 

My ever reliable tension breaker, “Yes, the kissing is pretty
fun.  You’re pretty sexy hot and amazingly resilient to put
off my advances.  How did that happen anyway?  I made the
advances?  Really?”  Once again I’m surprised by my
actions when around Zack noticing our wet t-shirts lying discarded
on the concrete.

 

“Ok, now that I’ve had my ‘cold shower’ maybe I should actually
put on my swim suit before Tara and Daniel gets here.”  I hold
out my hand to help Zack out of the pool when he yanks it and pulls
me back into the water.

 

“I couldn’t resist.  I had to one last time.  Now
penalty has been paid.”  He laughs at his actions and reached
out to me, truce.

 

I grab his hand and let him pull me closer to him once
again.  The warmth from his touch still very present he leans
in gently and kisses me.  “Let’s definitely keep that in the
mix.  I’d forgotten what an amazing kisser you are. Mmmm.”

 

We get out this time to dry off and get into our swim
suits.  I know we did it a bit backwards but everything with
Zack seems a bit backwards.

 

Once in the solace of my bedroom, I sat on my bed to recount the
last hour.  I knew that there would be some definite defining
of my and Zack’s new relationship but I didn’t care.  It was
refreshing that I got to act on impulse, not really over analyze
and just enjoy the connection and let’s be honest here, amazing
chemistry between the two of us.  In hind sight, I think I
always knew that we would end up back here yet here is a
new place with potential.  I can’t keep from smiling with the
feeling of happiness that seems to be exuding from every
pore.  And the best part, the part that I am completely at
peace with, is there are no flags beating against my brain telling
me to turn the other way and never forgive past actions.

 

After I finally found my bathing suit, fixed my face and hair to
a presentable degree I hurry downstairs to return to Zack.  I
checked my phone and Tara had texted that she and Daniel were on
their way and wanted to know if they needed to pick up or bring
anything.  I quickly responded with whatever they wanted and
that pizza was on the menu tonight.  Just walk in and we’ll be
out by the pool.

 

Zack made himself useful and arranged the lounge chairs on the
patio, music was playing on the outside stereo and the backyard
lighting and pool had been turned on.  The mood was perfectly
enticing.

 

“You have a good memory.”  I walk over to him and pull him
down onto a chair then proceed to arrange myself in his lap.

 

He chuckles under his breath yet doesn’t hesitate in making our
seating arrangement more comfortable.  “I hope you don’t
mind.  I did have to search around some but once I started
figuring it out it all came back to me.  I’ve missed this
backyard and now I have even more great memories to recall when
alone.”

 

“Ew!  Too much information thank you very much.”  I
lightly slap him in the arm and he moves to evade any more abuse by
grabbing my hands and wrapping them around his waist bringing his
lips to mine once again. 

 

I’m only able to break free momentarily to quip in, “And you
call me the cheater, cheater.”

 

“Shut up and kiss me.  You promised this could be in the
mix.  Or do I need to remind you some more?”

“Remind me some more…”  Kissing was a definite plus and
sorely missing from my life at that moment in time.  Ah,
hormones aren’t they great?  Unfortunately the kissing didn’t
get to last as long as we both would have liked.

 

“Eh hem.”  We freeze and slowly turn our heads to see Tara
and Daniel standing there with dumb founded looks across their
faces.

 

“Hey guys, you’re here.”  I struggle to sit up and smile at
my guests.

 

“Looks like I’m not the only one who has juicy details to
share.”  Tara is motioning with her hand from me to
Zack.  “Hey Zack, how’s it going?  Well I see.”

 

“Hey Tara, you could say that.”  Zack rests his hand on my
leg and flashes a devilish and mischievous smile towards them
both.

 

Daniel hadn’t said anything but if looks could kill, man I think
we’d both be dead.  It was going to be an interesting night,
if anything.  But I wasn’t about to let him ruin my good
mood.  I have had a great day and was planning on an enjoyable
evening with friends.  Daniel included.

 

I get up to officially greet Tara with a hug then guide her into
the kitchen.  She can’t just show up without something to
contribute for a party, I mean small gathering.  Chips, soda,
cookies and beer?  I pull out the beer holding it in one hand
pointing with the other looking at her questioningly.

 

She shrugs, “Daniel.  He’s got a fake ID.”

 

Neither of us are really big drinkers but I guess it’s ok
because the guys don’t mind throwing back a few.  When in
Rome, right?  I pull one out, crack it open and take a
swig.  Tara is gapping at me, awe filling her reactions.

 

“Boy, a lot has happened in just a few days eh?”  I hate it
when my own words bite me in the ass.

 

“It hasn’t been a few days.  We’ve been talking for a few
weeks now so don’t act all high and mighty.  It’s only been a
few hours that things really started getting interesting.”  I
giggle and take another drink.

 

“Well dish!”  She reaches across the counter and grabs a
beer for herself.  I nod in appreciation, hold up my can and
she taps her against mine.  We both take our drinks and finish
with grins splashed on our faces.  But the time for me to dish
passes when Daniel walks in and sees that the party is getting
started without him.

 

“Are you girls going to come out here and share?  Or are
you going to hoard all the good stuff for yourselves?”  He
loads up his arms with snacks and grabs the rest of the beer
heading out the door motioning for us to follow.

 

I look over at Tara, smile and mouth “Later we’ll talk.” 
She nods enthusiastically, “Uh duh!”

 

We settle in and keep the atmosphere light, nothing too
demanding, just food and drink, splashing around in the pool some
more, and enjoying the un-chaperoned nightlife.  Once our
bellies were full and a slight buzz in my head from a couple of
beers I suggest the Jacuzzi to wind things down in.

 

I knew that Daniel was totally refraining his possessive shtick
with me but I also knew it couldn’t last long either.

 

“So Scarlett, Zack - when did you two become an item?”  The
question is directed at me but his eyes are glued on Zack.

 

I look at Zack to gauge his response but he doesn’t even skip a
beat, “Well that’s kind of hard to say really.  Things just
took a turn for us this afternoon if I’m being honest here. 
I’m among friends right?”  He looks Daniel straight in the
eye, “But I don’t know what our official title is yet.  I’d
love for it to be more, but I’ll let Scarlett direct that choice
and I’ll respect whatever she wants.  I’m her friend first,
anything else after that is a bonus.”

 

Ah, my knight in shining armor.  I think the beer combined
with the high temperature from the hot tub is going to my head, but
I didn’t care.  Zack was being more than gracious in dealing
with Daniel tonight and is still proving my friend in the same
breath.  I couldn’t resist and I knew it would drive Daniel a
bit batty. 

 

I smiled at my new man and said, “Hi friend,” then placed my
hands on each side of his handsome face bringing it closer to mine
and laid one on him.  The kind of kissing that I get
embarrassed witnessing others partake in and enjoyed the ecstasy of
heat we created without any help from the warm water surrounding
us.

 

Somehow Tara could sense that something other than just my
claiming territory in my own home wasn’t enough she broke the
tension building within our group.  I heard her jump up
quickly, water lapping at our bodies followed by a banshee call and
belly flop into the pool.  Zack and I manage to somehow
separate ourselves to see what the commotion is.  Daniel
glares at us both for a split second then follows Tara’s lead and
joins her in the pool.

 

I whisper to Zack.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cause
anymore tension than necessary but he really knows how to push my
buttons.  And that was payback for a stunt he pulled in front
of me a few weeks back.  I hope you don’t mind.”

“Glad to be of assistance. Any time.”  He grins but grows
serious at the same time.  “I meant what I said though. 
I don’t want to assume anything with you.  I am your friend
first, but on a side note and it’s just my opinion, I wouldn’t mind
us being more.  What I mean is I wouldn’t mind you being my
girlfriend.”

 

I can’t help the smile from exploding across my face, “I think I
wouldn’t mind that either.  And whether I like it or not Zack,
deep down I knew you came back into my life for a reason. 
Timing is everything and it seems perfect for me right now. 
So can I ask you something now?”

 

“Sure.”

 

“You knew that we would end up back together didn’t you?”

 

“No, I didn’t know for sure.  Can’t say I didn’t hope, but
I didn’t know for sure.”  He leaned in and kissed me on the
nose and said, “I really, really hoped though.  I wasn’t
lying, you are worth it and I didn’t treat you right last
time.  You were my ‘one that I pushed away’.  Notice I
said ‘I’?”

 

I nodded acknowledging his confession and I wanted to say
something profound and altering but nothing was forming coherently
in my mind. 

 

He just smiled noting the inner dialogue I was having with
myself and said, “You’re not the one that got away.  I pushed;
more like threw you away and regretted it the moment it
happened.  I wouldn’t have forgiven me either so I kept my
distance or tried to respect your pain and rightful anger.  I
deserved it and suffered for it.  It’s always been you
Scarlett; please say you will one day forgive me.  I don’t
expect you to forget but I can only hope for forgiveness.”

 

How did this get so serious and repentant?  I didn’t know
my complete acceptance for his apology but it sure sounded
convincing.  “Zack, this is too much for one night. 
Let’s just be together tonight and leave the heavy declarations for
tomorrow.  I’m a little tipsy and I want to have this
discussion with you when I’m entirely cognizant.  You
know?  I have no regrets for any of my actions today and am
curious about future possibilities.  So lighten up and let’s
have fun.”

 

“Deal.  But are you going to remember any of what I just
said?  I’ve been working on that speech for weeks now and I
hope I didn’t waste it.”  His horns were starting to show and
teasing aside I understood where he was coming from.

 

“I will not forget.  Thank you.  Now stop being so
serious and make out with me some more!  Mix remember?”

 

“Now that is something I will definitely not be
forgetting.  Get over here.”  He grabbed me by the waist
and maneuvered my legs to straddling him.  Water was not going
to be an issue here, God I love this hot tub!

 

We really did try to keep in PG-13 given the fact that there
were other people present.  But once we came up for air we
realized that we were alone.  Tara and Daniel had gone into
the house.  Zack looked around but knew that the safer bet was
to stop what we were doing and investigate the location of my other
friends.  There’s safety in numbers at least that is what my
Dad always told me.  I grabbed a towel and threw one over to
Zack then worked my way towards the house.  I assumed they
would be in the kitchen or family room and I would catch a glimpse
of them there.  But they weren’t. 

 

I went into the house searching.  I even checked out in the
driveway to make sure that Tara’s car was still here.  It
was.  Ok, so they are still here and in the house.  How
thorough of a search did I want to enlist?  By then Zack was
shadowing me and once I returned from the front of the house he
motioned towards the guest room.  The door was closed but I
could see that the light was on under the door.  To interrupt
would be rude and just plain gross.  I did not want to see or
hear for that matter any unnecessary sights or sounds. 
Ew.  Zack picked up on my hesitance and signaled for me to
come back outside.

 

“Ok, they haven’t left.  Do you want me to leave? 
That way you can use that as an excuse to kick Daniel out too.”

 

I sighed heavily.  I knew that regardless of Zack vacating
the premises it would not do the same for Daniel.  If anything
he would appreciate the absence of his presence.  “No, it’s
not going to matter.  I kinda figured that Tara was a package
deal for the weekend.”  I shrugged in defeat.  I really
was hoping that Tara would tell Daniel that he couldn’t stay. 
Let alone respect my parents and their home.

 

It was late and Zack did need to leave.  He didn’t have to
leave but it would make it easier for us both if he did. 
Personal restraint aside, he’s not indestructible.  That and I
didn’t want one of the neighbors telling my folks that a strange
car was here all night.

 

He helped me clean up the kitchen some, lock up the house and
turn down the lights.  I walked him out to his car not wanting
him to leave.  His embrace seemed tireless followed by more
kissing that made me weak in the knees.  Standing had its
disadvantages.

 

“I’ll call you in the morning.  I’ve got my phone on me and
can be here at a moment’s notice.  Ok?  Thank you for
today and I can’t wait to be with you again.  Good night or is
it good morning already?”  We both laughed while he climbed
into his car.

 

“Good night.  I’ll talk to you soon.  Thanks for
everything.”

 

 

﻿










Chapter 17
WTF?


The light filtering into my room didn’t seem as bright as it
usually is in the morning.  I rolled over reaching for my
phone along with a cursory glance at the clock, thinking that it
was probably early morning.  Boy was I wrong, it was two in
the afternoon and the morning sun had worked its way to the other
side of the house.  Holy Crap!  I slept the day away.

 

I check my phone to see if there are missed calls or
messages.  I smile immediately to see that there are a couple
texts from Zack.  Wishing me a Good Morning and to call once I
got up.  The second was to say, ‘get up sleepy head’ and that
he had to work this evening from five to close.  But he’d
hoped that wouldn’t stop him from coming by once he was off of
work.

 

I quickly respond with, ‘I’m up now.  Oops, slept the day
away.  Call me when you can and absolutely come over after
work.  ttys.  xxxxoo’  I smiled at the x’s and
o’s.

 

Dragging my groggy butt out of bed I go to my bathroom to wash
up then venture downstairs to see if Tara and Daniel are
around.  Actually I was surprised that Tara didn’t come wake
me up.  She’s the early riser and doesn’t like to waste the
day in bed.  Sometimes she is not your typical teenager,
wanting to squander the day sleeping in and being lazy beyond
belief.

 

Tara and Daniel were outside lounging by the pool, cuddled up on
the same lounge chair that Zack and I had been in the night
before.  I felt a twinge of anger flash through me as I saw
that Daniel, unfortunately, was still here. 

 

“Good morning sleepy head,” Tara is grinning up at me shading
her eyes from the sun, “I thought you’d never get up.  I have
to leave soon for work.  I was getting ready to jump in the
shower.  You hungry?  I made some sandwiches for
lunch.”

 

I grabbed a chair next to them and plopped myself down. 
“Why didn’t you wake me?”

 

“I didn’t know if you were going to be hung over or if you were
up even later than we were.  I didn’t want to disturb
you.”  She giggled at her insinuation and glanced at Daniel
winking.

 

“Shut up!”  My voice raised an octave.  “I’m not the
ones who disappeared in the house without a word.  Rude if you
ask me.”

 

Even in the sun I could see Tara’s face flush with
embarrassment.  “You looked otherwise occupied, didn’t want to
interrupt.  Didn’t know if I even could
interrupt.  You were rather absorbed yourself.”

 

“Once again, shut up!”

 

“Well I’d love to stay and hear all the gory details, but I do
need to start getting ready for work.  Go eat.  I’ll try
and hurry so we can chat even if it’s only for a second, ok?”

 

“Ok, go shower.  I need coffee and I’ll be good.”  We
both got up and started towards the house.  I looked back at
Daniel but it didn’t look as if he were planning join us in the
house anytime soon either.

 

I had to get in one comment before Tara jumped in the shower and
Daniel not within ear range, “So, you and Daniel stayed down
here…together?”

 

Tara looked at me with the expression of ‘are you seriously
asking me that?’ but responded instead with a rather politically
correct answer. “Yeah, we did.  I didn’t think you wanted a
slumber party in your room and we thought that you may have wanted
some privacy of your own.”  She winked at me and came over to
give me a one armed squeeze.  “It was alright that Daniel
stayed the night, right?”

 

Now she’s asking me?  I hate it when I’m put in the
position of law abiding citizen/bad guy.  “Well it is
now.  I just wished you would have asked me last night. 
It was a bit awkward, you know.  Mom and Dad wouldn’t have
allowed it and you know that.  I don’t like being put in that
position.  He can’t stay tonight because Paige will be home
later today, ok?  But you’re still staying, right.  You
did say you’d stay with me.”  I couldn’t help but throw in a
small amount of a guilt trip.  She owed me.

 

Tara looked out the window towards Daniel and I could tell she
was deliberating, weighing her options.  “Oh, well I didn’t
know that.  I’m sorry for just assuming he could stay. 
I’ll talk to him before I leave and we’ll work out the details for
the rest of the weekend.  Sound good?”

 

Uh, No!  I’m thinking.  She totally evaded answering
my simple request but I didn’t want to argue with her and cause any
more tension than necessary involving Daniel.  “Fine,
whatever,” I concede, “We can all hang out tonight again
regardless.  Zack is working tonight and I asked him to come
over when he got off.  I guess we can work things out
then.”

 

She smiled satisfied, “Perfect.  I’m gonna go jump in the
shower.  I’m already running late.”

 

Almost immediately after she left the kitchen my head started
pounding.  I knew it was not a hangover headache, I didn’t
drink enough to warrant that, but the stress of juggling and
skirting the issues of sleeping arrangements were ringing in my
ears.  I needed to clear my head.  I glance longingly at
the coffee maker and begin to fix myself breakfast or lunch or
whatever.  Just the aroma of the coffee alone was clearing my
head and calming my nerves.  I rummaged around in the fridge
to find something easily concocted and ended up settling for a bowl
of cereal and dry toast.

 

Leaning against the counter hugging my mug of coffee waiting for
the toast to pop up Daniel wanders into the kitchen.  It was
too early, way too soon after just waking up to really deal with
any of his antics before my first cup of the day.  I decided
to be the gracious host, eat a bit of crow, and be at least civil
to him.

 

“Hey Daniel.  What’s up?”  That’s not rude, it’s
initiating polite conversation.

 

“Good afternoon Scarlett.  How’re you feeling?  Looked
to me like you were having a good time last night.  Where’s
Zack?”  He grinned at his last question.

 

“He went home last night, like a…”  I broke off
mid-sentence knowing that it would just start something that I
really was not in the mood to begin with.

 

“Oh, like a gentleman?  Is that what you were going to
say?”

 

Crap.  How does he do that?  I’m not going to get into
it with him; I’m not going to get into it with him.  I keep
repeating this in my head what now seems to be becoming a
repetitive mantra for him.

 

“No, that’s not what I was going to say.  I just didn’t
feel my parents would have appreciated a boy staying the night in
their house especially while they’re gone.”  There, Ha! Take
that and smoke it.

 

“Sure.  Thanks for letting me stay the night though. 
Tara and I really appreciated the privacy.”  His shitty grin
returning along with memories from last night, Ew.

 

“Well make sure that the room is back in one piece and the
sheets get washed.”  That was meant to be sarcastic.

 

“I think Tara already threw them in the wash and nothing was
disturbed – too much anyway.” 

 

Daniel’s close observation of a severe reaction from me did not
go un-noticed.  My mind was reeling in the fact that Tara and
he had sex?  And not only did I interpret this insinuated tid
bit from Daniel but…Tara had sex and didn’t tell me.  It was
like he was gloating, relishing even in the shock and
disappointment that I’m sure was plainly written across my
face.  I couldn’t put two and two together let alone form a
witty come-back or sentence for that matter.

 

“Don’t worry Scarlett; I’m sure Tara would’ve eventually gotten
around to spilling the juicy details.  I’d thought she’d’ve
said something to you that day at her work when you two were
squealing about your new job.”

 

Slap!  The hits just kept on coming.  Correction, Tara
and Daniel have been having sex for at least a couple few
weeks not just last night.  I just kept thinking about all the
phone conversations and impromptu hang-outs that we’ve had since
then.  How many opportunities had there been when she could
have confided in me, her best friend?  Then again, during
almost all of those times Daniel has been right there beside her,
at work, the coffee shop, hanging at my house by the pool, when
could there have been an opportune moment except right now, while
Tara is in the bathroom and it’s just Daniel and me standing in my
kitchen.  The only other thing that kept playing through my
mind was the fact that I was so close to doing the exact same thing
with Zack last night and all I’ve wanted to do is tell Tara about
the entire crazy situation and that we didn’t have
sex.  That happened just last night, not even twenty-four
hours ago and Tara is the first person I wanted to talk to about
it.

 

I couldn’t give Daniel the satisfaction of defeating me. 
“Well, just make sure that no ‘evidence’ is left around
either.  I don’t want Paige or my folks finding something that
definitely doesn’t belong to me.”

 

“No worries there.”  He wanders over to the other side of
the room and stands right next to me, imitating me by leaning
against the counter.  “If you want, I won’t say anything to
Tara and you can act surprised, or shocked, or disappointed when
she does finally tell you.”

 

I snap my head up not realizing that I was slouching, head
hanging low and glare at him instead.  “C’mon Scarlett, don’t
be mad at her.  I know she’s wanted to tell you, it’s just
that the right moment hadn’t presented itself.”

 

This guy was unbelievable.  If he thought that I bought his
load of shit for one second he had another thing coming.  But
before I could even respond he started up again.

 

“Isn’t that what you and Zack were doing also?  I mean, I
saw the two of you.  You both were hotter than any hot tub I’d
ever been in.  If Tara hadn’t of left so suddenly, maybe we
all could have made things even steamier than
that.” 

 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing that I didn’t even notice
he had adjusted his stance and his hand was lightly rubbing my
arm.  The normal animosity that was usually present in his
eyes when looking or talking to me was gone and was replaced with
something else.  A burning curiosity and it was like
everything went into slow motion and my brain couldn’t react
quickly enough because before I knew it, Daniel was leaning in,
making a pass at me, trying to kiss me.  Just as his mouth was
about to touch mine I somehow was able to bring into being the use
of my mind and body because my free hand found its way across his
face instead.

 

To say his response was to be expected is an understatement, but
his physical reaction became unprecedented.  His hand that had
been rubbing my arm became a vice like grip, his eyes and face
flaming in rage and fury.  I could hear the shower running in
the background and wondered if Tara was close to getting out and
how poetic it would have been for her to find Daniel and me in this
position, this unspoken stand-off.  I knew that fear was
consuming my entire body but I had to find the strength to break
his hold.

 

“Let go of me now Daniel.”  My voice was almost a whisper
but the power behind it was all that I needed.  He looked away
for just a moment, his grip releasing my arm and the feeling of
blood rushing back, warmth spreading through washing away his
finger imprints.  With no remorse or concern of repercussion I
watched him carefully arrange his mask of control back into
place.

 

I didn’t know what to do next.  I slowly stepped away from
him, putting as much space in between us as possible.  “I want
you to leave, right now.”

 

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I have to take Tara to work. 
She won’t believe you, you know.  I know you’re type well
enough.  You’re not going to risk you’re friendship with
Tara.  There’s no way you would do anything to make her
unhappy.  I know you Scarlett, you’re not that
vindictive.”

 

“Vindictive?  What are you talking about?  Why on
earth would Tara want to be with a piece of shit like you?”

 

“Who do you think she’s going to believe?  Who do you think
she loves more?”  His manipulative confidence was sure and he
saw my weakness and loyalty flailing.

 

“I will tell her.  I will make her listen.  I’m not
worried that she won’t believe me.  You’re the one who should
be worried.”

 

“You sure about that?”  Then he turned, walked towards the
guest bathroom and knocked on the door.

 

I heard the shower turn off and Daniel said, “Tara, Baby. 
You need to hurry up.  I just got a call from my mom and she
needs me to pick her up and take her downtown.”

 

“Oh, ok, is everything alright?  I’ll be out in just a
sec.  I wanted to talk to Scarlett before we left to discuss
arrangements for tonight.”  Tara is saying this all through
the bathroom door but I could hear her struggling to towel off and
get dressed quickly, then the sink being turned on to brush her
teeth.

 

For me to even start a conversation with Tara at that point was
futile.  I just rolled my eyes and stomped out the kitchen
working my way towards the stairs leading to my own
sanctuary.  I could hear Tara coming out of the bathroom,
Daniel insisting that they leave right now explaining that I would
understand them leaving without saying good-bye.  As soon as I
heard the rumble of Tara’s mustang being put into gear and backing
out of my driveway I let out a frustrated scream, threw myself onto
my bed and proceeded to pummel the hell out of my pillows.

 

The minutes seemed to drag by as I laid there, exhausted, from
the physical outburst I managed to express and now from the tears
cutting their way down my cheeks or spilling down the sides running
into my ears as I lay on my back staring at the ceiling replaying
every aspect of my confrontation with Daniel.  Now I
understood why the flags were flapping so hard every time he was
around.  My feminine intuition and his ulterior motives didn’t
blend causing reactions my instincts seemed to override when my
normal logic or common sense was what I usually possessed. 
How was I going to explain this to Tara?  Better yet, how was
I going to get her to believe me?

 

While in the middle of this internal deliberation my phone
rang.  Not really caring who it was at that moment I didn’t
bother to look at who was calling and answered immediately with a
gravely, “Hello?”

 

“Scarlett?”  It was Zack.  “What’s wrong?”

 

I cleared my throat, wiped away the tears along with a cleansing
breath and started again, “Hey Zack.  What’s up?”

 

“I just wanted to call you before I headed into work.  I
thought you might have slept in and I’m thinking I was right. 
Did you just wake up…again?”

 

Embracing his inaccurate assumption I played along, “Yeah, I
guess I did fall back to sleep.  Didn’t realize how tired I
was.”  Even though I was torn up inside I was so grateful to
just hear his voice.  “I had a lot of fun yesterday and then
ended with an even better evening.”

 

“That’s an understatement.  Last night goes on my top
ten.”  I could envision his eyes smiling at the thought with
his wicked grin too.

 

“Wow, top ten.  Should I be honored or scared?”  I was
trying so hard to keep this conversation light but I also wanted to
cut it short.  “What time are you heading in to work and even
more important, when do you get off?”

 

“Let’s see, it’s already almost 3:30 and I’m supposed to be in
at five.  They close at 11 p.m. but I’m going to see if I can
swing getting out of there earlier, but no promises.  So it
may be late regardless.  Do you still want me to come over if
it’s late?”

 

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want you to come over. 
And since I’ve already slept most of the day away, I’m thinking
I’ll be up pretty late anyways.” 

 

“Great, can’t wait to see you then.”  He hesitated for a
fraction of a second then, “Are you sure nothing else is bothering
you?  Are Tara and Daniel still there?”

 

“No, they left shortly after texting you when I got up.”  I
couldn’t elaborate.  Not yet.  I knew that I had to talk
to Tara first, giving her the benefit of the doubt even though I
knew it was going to be pointless.

 

“Oh, alright then.  Well I need to get ready and head in
that way the sooner I can leave work to get back to you.”

 

“Sounds like a plan.  Text me when you’re leaving so I’ll
know when to expect you.  Have a good evening, make lots of
tips.”

 

“Thanks.  See you soon.”

 

“Bye.”  And we hung up. 

 

God I needed to talk to someone!  But I didn’t know how to
handle this.  Trying to recall clearly last night’s events, I
think that Zack and I decided that we were boyfriend and
girlfriend.  This thought brought a smile to my face but in
the same moment I’m thinking Zack is my boyfriend and would proceed
to pulverize Daniel for the comments and pass made at me in my own
kitchen.  See this is when your best friend comes in
handy.  You can talk this out with her and figure out the best
possible scenario in dealing with the “Jerk” and my new
boyfriend.  Guess it makes things complicated when my best
friend is going out with the “Jerk” in question.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 18
Villan


Paige came traipsing up the stairs in search of me. 
“Scarlett?  You home?”

 

Unbeknownst to me, I had fallen back to sleep.  I start to
get up glancing at the clock yet again, which reads a quarter to
six.  What the freak man?  How could I go back to sleep,
again!  Now I’m for sure not going to get any sleep
tonight.  Great job Scarlett, way to really jack yourself
up.

 

I call out to Paige, “I’m in here.”

 

“Wow, no offense but you look like crap!”  She gives an
offhanded gufauff.

 

“Thanks so much.”  I roll out of bed to check out her
critique.  Yep, I looked like crap.  Hair smashed and
knotted, my eyes still red from crying and my head pounding because
of it.

 

“Did you have a party last night?”

 

“No I did not.  Just Tara and Daniel and Zack were
here.  That does not constitute a party, a small gathering
maybe, but it was not a party.”  I look over at Paige
measuring her up as to whether she’ll rat me out to mom and
dad.  “Are you going to say anything to the parental
units?  Better yet, what are you doing home?  I thought
you weren’t returning till tomorrow night.”

 

“Why?  Did something happen that shouldn’t have?”  She
evaded my other questions.

 

Oh my God!  Was it written that plainly on my face? 
“Nothing happened.  We hung out.  Swam.  Ate. 
That’s it.”

 

“And drank beer…”  She brings her hand out from behind her
back; I hadn’t noticed she was hiding something.

 

“Oh, well, that.  Daniel brought it over, no biggie. 
It didn’t get out of control or anything.”  Why was I
explaining myself to Paige, my kid sister?  “Who cares, you’d
better not say anything to mom and dad.  I’ll kill you if you
do.”

 

“I won’t, for a price.”  She’s smiling at me and I can see
the wheels turning behind her eyes.

 

“What?”

 

“Nothing for now, I’m sure I’ll think of something later. 
You can owe me.”

 

“Oh my God!  You little blackmailer!”  I reach for a
pillow and launch it at her. 

 

She deflects the blow and runs out laughing, “I’m kidding! 
I’m kidding!  Uncle!”

 

That stops me mid throw and an instant smile spreads across my
face with memories of water, and heat, and those lips.

 

“Well there’s a story behind that grin.  Dish!”  Paige
had returned to my room and planted herself on my bed.

 

Dish.  I could do that.  I could talk this out with
Paige, right.  I just needed a sounding board, another female
perspective.  I know that she is my little sister, but Paige
has always been wiser than her years.  She could handle this
and I desperately needed to talk to someone.

 

Once I had finished my sorted tale of highs and lows her face
was a mystery.  Paige was quiet, patient, listened intently
and only commented a few times.  But other than that I
honestly had no idea as to what she was thinking.

 

“Well?”  I was ready for anything, good or bad, brilliant,
profound, or even an ‘I told you so’ response, anything.

 

She held up her hand to silence my impatience, she was carefully
evaluating the situation and yet again I am surprised by the
maturity of my little sister and amazing observations.  “First
of all, I’m happy for you and Zack.  I think you guys always
made a good match.  He is a nice guy, just stupid at the same
time.  At least he’s man enough to work at getting you back
and admit his ultimate mistake.”

 

“Thanks.  I am happy about him.  Just don’t really
know where this can go, is it a summer romance and once school
starts back up, do we go our separate ways or what?  But I
don’t want to think about that right now.  We have bigger fish
to fry, Tara and Daniel.  What do I do?”

 

“I’m getting to that.  Here’s what I think and it’s only a
suggestion.  You know how you just threatened me as a
blackmailer.  Well, why can’t you be one?  Daniel is a
good talker, but he’s not going to tell Tara that he made a pass at
her best friend either.  He’s hoping that you will tell Tara,
and then he can use his manipulating skills to keep you guys
apart.  Weave some concocted story that it was really you and
that you’re jealous of him or them or whatever.  You know?

 

“So here’s where you get him.  I think you can do it too;
you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.  Don’t say
a word.  Act as if it never happened.  Treat him the same
way as you always have, if anything be even nicer to him. 
Trust me, if he did this to you then you know that he will do
something else, somewhere else and it will be when he’s gotten too
comfortable around you and Tara.  That’s when he’ll make his
mistake, and that’s when you can get Tara to believe you. 
I’ll back you.  How could she not believe the two of us, her
sisters?  Right?”

 

Paige has managed to blow me away with her logical yet tinged
manipulative outlook.  “Ok, that makes perfect sense. 
And I think I could swing it but what about the blackmail
part.  How does that fit in?”

 

She smiles at me then says, “I’m glad you asked.  He will
be waiting; he’ll be on edge but trying to hide it from Tara. 
He’ll more than likely try to get you alone again.  When he
does is when you threaten him.  You don’t give details; you
just say it’s all practically forgotten, but not quite.  You
will always be watching and waiting.  Isn’t that what he’s
insinuated to you on more than one occasion?  No one likes it
when their words or actions come back to haunt them.”

 

Holy Crap!  My sister is an evil master mind and I’m just
now learning this.  “This is crazy.  How the hell did you
come up with this and do you really think I could pull it off?”

 

“I know, I rule!”  Her satisfaction in showing off is
hilarious, “It’s not perfect though.  Daniel is a smart guy
and I’m positive he’ll be looking for holes in this plan. 
You’ll have to keep on your toes and modify unexpected
hiccups.  But the base of it is there and should work.”

 

The relief that I felt seemed to radiate from the inside out and
the pure gratefulness and appreciation I possessed for Paige at
that moment was unmistakable. 

 

I reached across the bed and gave her the biggest hug I could
muster.  “Thanks Paige.  You have no idea how much you’ve
helped me.  You’re my little life saver.”

 

“No prob.  So what’s the plan for tonight?  Is
everyone coming over?  What’s up, what’s the plan, huh? huh?
huh?”  The irritating sister was coming back.

 

I roll my eyes and start to answer her bombardment of questions,
“I don’t know what the plan is for tonight.  Zack will be over
later after he gets off work.  I’ll have to touch base with
Tara,” I roll my eyes at that thought, “I’m not sure if we should
have a lot of people over.  I don’t want to blow it with mom
and dad.  But then again I did sleep all day and will probably
not be sleeping much tonight.  And you still haven’t told me
why you are here now.  What happened to Sunday?”

 

Paige just rolled her eyes and sighed deeply, “Natalie and I are
not seeing eye to eye at the moment, so I told her you wanted me
home because you didn’t want to be at the house alone
tonight.  Not knowing that that was a possibility, I guess I
didn’t lie too much.”

 

 I nodded at our ironic turn of events when she piped up
again, “Can I suggest one last thing?”

 

“Sure.”

 

“You need a shower, you stink!”

 

I reach behind me and hurl my last pillow nailing her square in
the face.  Paige flies back trying to deflect any more attack,
rolls off my bed, running out my door laughing at her humorous
zinger.

 

“You’re such a PUNK!”  I holler after her but am also
laughing at the light atmosphere she helped create.

 

While in the shower I came to a few more conclusions.  I
hated to do it, but I could not tell Zack about the kitchen
incident.  I wanted to but I couldn’t, not yet.  Telling
him would ultimately defeat the case I was trying to build against
Daniel.  I just hoped he understood later on when and if it
ever came out.  The other thing was I needed to document
somehow the events from last night.  While sitting on my bed
talking with Paige I saw my journal laying on my nightstand. 
Whether or not Tara believed me I needed to write it out. 
Just so I could work through my own emotions and the handling of
this foreign drama.  Drama, I swear I feel like my life has
taken on the T.V. script writing of a teen soap opera, showing once
a week every Wednesday night.  The villain has been cast, but
where do I fit in?
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Chapter 19
Small Gathering


Messages relayed, texts received and sent I managed to put
together a small gathering after all.  I didn’t want it to be
as intimate as last night.  I needed distraction, new company
and an impromptu party.  All I had to do was call my ever
ready and reliable buddy Tyler, along with a few guidelines, the
rest was cake.  Just sit back and wait to see who walked thru
the doors.  Thanks to my new job and paycheck I was able to
run to the store quickly, grab some chips, dip, and soda to set up
outside by the pool before Tyler came bounding thru the back gate
sweeping me up in a bear hug, feet dangling from the ground.

 

“Sweet Scarlett!  This is the best idea ever!” 
Tyler’s enthusiasm was intoxicating.  I hadn’t seen him since
the beach party so this was a great excuse to reconnect with old
friends, again.

 

“Hey Stranger! Where the heck have you been?  Haven’t seen
you since…”

 

“I know, I know.  I suck.  I’ve been working
construction with my brother-in-law and haven’t had the chance to
be too social, barely any time for surfing either.  I’m
usually in bed by nine ‘cause I’m so beat.”  He takes a
cursory look around the back yard then looks me up and down not so
subtly.  “So - still available for a summer romance?”

 

“Ah Tyler, flattery will get you everywhere.  But
unfortunately for you, I’ve managed a summer romance on my
own.  Sorry.”

 

“Man, really.  No chance at all?  That sucks. 
Who’s the lucky guy?”  His disappointment was fleeting because
Paige walked out the sliding door arms loaded with chips and his
attentions were drawn to her.

 

I saw where his mind was taken too and interrupted his
intentions before they could even get started, “And she is
definitely not on the list for summer romances for you, got
it.  Freshman, remember?  Hands off.”

 

He holds up his hands innocently backing away from my wrath,
“Ok, Ok, got it.  Hands off.  But it would be rude of me
to not assist her in setting up for the party, right?”

 

“Tyler…”  My breath is wasted as Paige looks up to see
Tyler and proceeds to give him the most inviting smile she could
muster.  Uhg!  I have my hands full enough already, I
don’t need to watch out for her too, do I?

 

People started showing up shortly after Tyler.  Heidi,
Patty, a few of Tyler’s surfer buddies with their girlfriends,
Melissa even showed up for a bit.  Paige had no problems
mingling with everyone and they embraced her just as easily. 
My summer crew of friends were all due later in the evening, given
their work schedules.  Luckily our backyard is set up for
parties and I was able to keep everyone out of the house, aside
from bathroom use.  We were having a great time. 
Swimming, laughing, snacking, beer was present but not a lot and I
didn’t have much to contribute in that department anyway.

 

There were about six of us lounging in the hot tub with the rest
of the party wrestling around in the pool when Tara and Daniel
showed up.  Not surprisingly, Daniel was eyeballing me for
some sort of reaction when shock crossed his face noting that Paige
was with us and she was talking with Tyler.  I knew that he
would probably bring him, so it was no surprise when Matty wandered
in a few seconds later.  Paige saw Matty and waved an excited
hello his way inviting him to join us in the hot tub.

 

I looked at Paige gauging whether or not there was going to be a
problem for her with the possibility of juggling two guys, even
though Tyler wasn’t supposed to be in the juggling mix.  Paige
didn’t skip a beat and I was impressed with her smooth handling of
the guys.

 

“Matty, come join us!  Tyler, this is my new friend Matty I
was telling you about.  Matty - Tyler, Tyler - Matty.” 
They shook hands and exchanged a ‘Hey’ in between.

 

Paige looked as if she had it under control because both guys
seemed immediately at ease and eager to re-join the rest of the
group.  Tara was watching the entire transaction and nodded
her head in appreciation of Paige’s crowd control.  “Go,
Paige, Go.”

 

Daniel on the other hand wasn’t as generous of his
appraisal.  His over-protective macho guy-ness was reeling its
ugly head when Tara stepped in and said, “Matty is fine
Daniel.  Tyler is cool.  You remember him from the
bonfire the other night.  Besides, Tyler knows better than to
even try to make a move with ‘Our Paige’ than deal with the
repercussions from Scarlett and me.”

 

I had to put my two cents in, “Yeah, no worries Daniel. 
Tyler is forewarned and I’ve warned Matty too.  So, all of her
bases are covered.  It’s innocent.  It’s a party. 
You need to relax and loosen up.”  Wasn’t that what he had
said to me at one time?

 

“Yeah, babe.  You need to relax.  These are my
friends,” she was glancing around noting a few new faces, “well
most of them are.  Why are you so uptight tonight?”

 

That was the information I was looking for.  He hadn’t said
anything to Tara as Paige predicted.  And he wasn’t counting
on my friendly demeanor either.

 

“You guys go head in and change into your suits.  We’ll be
here waiting for you.  Zack should be here shortly.” 
Daniel’s face tensed even more from that comment but he hid it just
before Tara turned to guide him towards the house.  I didn’t
miss it though.  Bet he thinks I told Zack too.  Paige
was right.  I can do this, and it could be kind of fun.

 

Daniel managed to keep a safe distance from me but also in the
process didn’t let any distance come between him and Tara.  He
didn’t want us alone, no surprise there.

 

The evening has managed to go off without a hitch; all that was
missing was Zack.  I couldn’t wait to see him and his presence
could only up the ill at ease Daniel was feeling.  Then as if
right on queue Zack moseyed through the gate.  My own personal
white knight, scoping out the scene then once eye contact had been
established between the two of us, nothing else mattered. 

 

With casual nonchalance he strolls up to me without even a word
said and slips his arms around my waist and lays one on me. 
Once I’m able to catch my breath and shake the haze clouding my
mind and my guests for the matter, he grins down at me and says,
“Been thinking about that all day.  I couldn’t wait. 
Sorry, but not really.”

 

“Boy, remind me to not not see you for long periods of
time.”  I fan myself to cool off and wait for the rush and
blush to subside throughout my body.

 

Zack just chuckled at my embarrassment then really surveyed the
backyard.  He nods acknowledgements to Tyler and Paige. 
Noted that Matty was in the group and raised a curious eyebrow
towards Paige.  She just shrugged her shoulders followed by a
glowing smile from enjoying her own personal courting act. 
That’s when Tara snuck up behind us, lightly tapping Zack on the
shoulder, getting his attention.

 

“Hey Zack, better late than never.”

 

“Uh, some of us work nights.  Looks who’s talking Frosty
Freeze Girl.”  He smiled at Tara and grabbed her giving a one
armed embrace.

 

I honestly was relieved that the two of them were getting
along.  I don’t know why I would have underestimated Tara with
her loyalty and forgiveness.  I just wished it could be the
same for me in dealing with her and Daniel.  But the comfort
between the three of us was short lived when Daniel walked up to
our light-hearted group.

 

He just glanced a subtle greeting to Zack while making eye
contact with me then reached for Tara pulling her closer to
him.  “Tara, we should get going.  My mom is
waiting.”

 

I look to Tara, “What?  You aren’t staying here
tonight?”

 

Before she could even respond Daniel answers with, “Yeah, kind
of a last minute thing.  My mom is downtown with an old friend
of hers and she needs a ride home, so Tara and I are picking her
up.”

 

I had to remember that I was not going to give Daniel the
satisfaction of defeat.  In what was probably only five
seconds to regain my composure and not let it show on my face I
chant silently one more time ‘go to your happy place – go to
your happy place’.  “Well that’s a bummer.  I
would’ve really liked you to stay with Paige and me tonight but if
Daniel needs you to pick up his mom, then I guess you should
go.”  I then paste a sweet smile on and turn to look at
Daniel.

 

“Thanks Scarlett.”  He looks to Tara, “We really need to
get going.”

 

It’s like Tara can sense that something is going on between the
two of us but can’t quite put her finger on it.  “Daniel, I
left my purse in the guest room, would you mind getting it for
me?”

 

He reluctantly pulls himself from her side and walks in the
house.  Zack took notice also, squeezed me close followed with
a kiss on top of the head and joined the group of kids at the pool
and hot tub.

 

Tara looks at me one more time, questions in her eyes but
knowing there was no time to ask.  Instead she opts for the
apology.  “I’m sorry Scarlett.  I told Daniel to just
take my car and go do whatever.  I wanted to stay, I…” 
She trailed off not knowing what else to say.

 

“Tara.  We don’t have any time to chat.  But my door
is always open and I’d really love the opportunity to talk, without
Daniel or Zack present.  I miss you…”  Now it’s my turn
to trail off with unfinished words and the restraint to not blurt
everything out in one split second.

 

“I know.  I miss you too.  I promise, this week
sometime.  I’ll figure it out and let you know. 
Ok?”  Daniel is leaving the house walking straight for Tara
trying to read her face making sure that nothing incriminating was
said in his absence.

 

“Sound like a plan then.  We’ll talk later.”  I made
sure to say that crystal clear for Daniel to hear.  “You guys
drive safe.  Sorry you’re missing out on the rest of the
party.”  I reached over to give Tara a hug good-bye then left
to find Zack and mingle with the rest of my guests.  Matty
didn’t look to pleased either.  He, Paige and Tyler were
having a pretty good time too.

 

“Thanks for having me over Scarlett.  Sorry my brother is
in one of his moods again.  I just don’t get what set him off
today.  Oh well.  At least I got to see you
guys.”   He leaned in to give me a hug good-bye and by
then Paige had gotten out and toweled off to get a hug also.

 

“Thanks for coming Matty.  We’ll talk soon, ok?” 
Paige waved and we watched them walk out the back gate.  She
turned to me, raised a conspiratorial eyebrow, winked at me and
went back to join the others in the hot tub.

 

That wasn’t as difficult as I’d thought it would have
been.  In fact, it was kind of fun.  I enjoyed watching
Daniel squirm, just a bit.  I get it now, the rush from
control and manipulation.  I’m not saying that it’s something
I want to put in my everyday repertoire, but I do see the
advantages.

 

I couldn’t have the party going on into the wee hours of the
morning.  I did have neighbors.  Tyler was abreast of
this party stipulation, that and I wasn’t moving it into the house
either.  My parents really would kill me then.  Midnight
was the pumpkin hour, but luckily everyone was gracious and cool
about the departure time.  Tyler stayed behind to help clean
up which didn’t take very long.  I was of course wired from
sleeping most of the day away and Zack didn’t have work in the
morning either.  Paige was on cloud nine for being able to
participate and circulate with an older crowd.  I suggested
that we all hang out more by watching a movie.

 

It must be a guy thing because there was a silent exchange
between Zack and Tyler when Tyler suggests, “Paige, how about you
and I set ourselves up here in the living room and give Zack and
Scarlett a little alone time.”  He motions the air
quotations around the word alone.

 

I try to intercede not really comfortable with Tyler and Paige
alone and un-chaperoned when Zack places his hand on my cheek
turning to get his undivided attention.  “Don’t worry. 
Tyler has got both our backs and if he wants to keep his, he’ll
keep his hands to himself.  Besides, I get the feeling that
Paige can handle herself pretty well.  She reminds me of
you.”  He moves toward the sliding door leading back outside
practically dragging me with him. 

 

I’m torn wanting to be alone with Zack but also not wanting to
leave Paige alone either he says, 

“Come on Mother Hen.  I swear they will be fine.  I on
the other hand will not,” tugging on my hand once more, “come
on!”

 

The air outside has cooled to a pleasant degree, still warm but
cools enough to snuggle up on the patio lounge chair comfortably,
not surprisingly to where Zack leads me.  Before I even have a
chance to protest any more we’re falling onto the chair, his hands
wrapped around my waist pulling me down next to him.

 

“Geez.  Give a girl a chance here,” I say in mock
protest.

 

“Is it too cheesy for me to say that I really missed you today
and couldn’t get you or your amazing lips off of my mind?” 
Next thing I know he’s leaning in, eyes intent on the prize and me
caving just as willingly for a serious make-out session.

 

I surprised myself by showing some restraint and not removing
any clothing or seducing Zack or me even past the point of no
return.  It did help knowing that Tyler and Paige were just
inside and could interrupt us at any time.  We had to come up
for air at sometime and Zack showed his super-power self-restraint
by slowing things down, again!

 

“Oh my God!  You’re going to give me a complex if you keep
this up!”  I push him away but there’s a grin on my face at
the same time so he knows not to take me too seriously.

 

“What?  I’m just looking out for you is all.  You
don’t know when some unsuspecting guy could be walking by and you
attack them thinking who knows what.”  He’s chuckling from his
attempt at humor.

 

I try pushing him away again but this time he’s ready and locks
his arms around me making it impossible to move let alone
breathe.  “Fine.  Uncle!”

 

“Ah, we’re playing that game again are we?  What’s the
penalty?”

 

“Yeah, that’s a hard one to figure out.”  I’m able to wedge
one arm free so I could wrap my hand around his neck, fingers
through his hair, pulling him forward to make my payment.

 

What seems a suitable amount of time passing, the body-heat
turned up, chemistry at its best, curious hands and friction filled
with pleasure was the perfect end to this unforeseen day.  But
the reality and weight of the day, even with the prospect of
tomorrow was knocking at the back of my brain.  I would and
could have continued this personal ecstasy all night long.  I
didn’t want to think anymore and I definitely did not want to give
any details or explanations to Zack just yet.  Paige was right
there.  I couldn’t risk it; risk the possibility to truth
coming out of the horrific mess my beautiful best friend had become
entangled in.

 

I don’t know if Zack could sense a change in atmosphere or what
but he gently broke free of the body-web we’d created and
re-situated ourselves, still in close proximity, still connected,
but no longer facing each other.  He’d tucked me in next to
him; arm draped over my waist in the spoon position his breath on
my neck, lips caressing my ear.

 

“If you think this a safer position, I’ve got news for you…it’s
not.”  Just his laughing breath against my skin was driving me
crazy.

 

“I’m sure you’re right, but it’s worth a shot.  You’re
driving me crazy and I’m trying to be the gentleman here and not
tempt or defile you anymore this evening.  Do you think you
can show some self-control for a few minutes here?”

 

I knew he was right but it was so much fun.  “Fine, I’ll be
good.  How is it I’m the one showing zero
self-discipline?  Isn’t it supposed to be the other way
around?  What are you doing to me?”

 

He teasingly laughs, “I like this, this vulnerable but
animalistic side to you.  It’s unexpected and fun to play a
part in.  I know I’m selfish here, but I like knowing that
you’ve never exposed this side of you to anyone else either.”

 

“Great, you get the nympho side of Scarlett.  How
charming,” I’m starting to get embarrassed and begin to blush
profusely.  

 

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

 

“I know.  It’s just really strange, weird, and odd. 
You know?  This isn’t a side of me that I’ve ever experienced
and it kind of scares me at the same time.  I feel exposed,
naked even.  No pun intended.”  I let out a nervous
laugh.

 

“Well I like it and you’re not naked, you’re uncovered but only
with me.  That’s the special part.  That’s the part that
makes our being together meaningful, more powerful not casual and
forgettable.  Right?”

 

“Wow.  Seriously?  When did you become so insightful
and…mature?  Once again you’re breaking all the preconceived
ideas or actions that I thought you’d be or do.   Better
watch out Zack, you’re on a slippery slope you could be headed
straight into lo…”  I broke off the last word.  I didn’t
want to say it, jinx it, or even really think it because I had no
idea where this was leading.  Regardless of this ‘new’ side to
me, I was still protective of over-exposing my heart.

 

“Slippery slope, huh?  We’ll see.”  He squeezed me
closer and nuzzled my neck with feathery kisses.

 

We were quiet for awhile.  Just enjoying the silence but
comfortable within it together.  I sighed deeply and just let
everything go for the moment.  The tension was draining, was
drained from my entire being the minute Zack held my hand.

 

I don’t know why I thought I could keep up the charade but Zack
at his observant best starts in just as casually, “So, what’s up
with you and Daniel?”

 

Damn.  Damn his overly perceptive insight. “Huh? 
Me?  Daniel?  Nothing.  Why?”  I sounded like I
was covering up a bad lie with even worse lying.

 

“Come on.  I’m not dense.  You could have cut the
tension with a knife and Daniel couldn’t get out of here fast
enough.  So I ask again, what’s going on with you and
Daniel?  Is Tara ok?”

 

I didn’t want to lie but how do I explain or say the complete
truth.  Would I betray Tara if I told Zack even a splinter of
the truth?  Before I even have to chance to broach the subject
with her?  I already spilled the beans to Paige, but that’s
different.  She’s my sister and a girl.  Girl code, gotta
stick to it right?  But then again, Tara hasn’t stuck with
girl code much lately either.  Zack is too attuned to the
drama already, so lying is out.

 

I decided to tell him some of the events that transpired in the
kitchen with Daniel.  I covered the casual comments Tara and I
made, my stating that Daniel couldn’t stay the night but trying to
guilt her into staying with me the rest of the weekend also. 
Guess the guilt didn’t work as well as I’d hoped.  Then I
continued with some of the conversation between Daniel and me.

 

“I know it’s stupid, but I’m totally hurt.  Tara and I
promised each other that we would be the first ones we go to when
it ever happened.  I don’t care that she is having
sex, ok that’s not true, I do care but to hear it from
Daniel…that’s the part that’s killing me.  I mean all I wanted
to do was talk to Tara first thing when I got up today and tell her
about all the craziness with you and me, that and how we almost had
sex.”  My voice dropped to a whisper at the last sentence
given the open honesty of that statement alone, embarrassment
flushed my cheeks.

 

“You’re so cute when you flush that shade of pink.”

 

“Shut up.”

 

“Sorry but you are.  But on a serious note, I’m sorry that
there is tension with you and Tara and Daniel.  I still don’t
like nor do I trust him.  He’s starting to isolate Tara, you
know?  That’s not a good sign, I hate to say it but it’s
true.  From one guy’s opinion, that guy is insecure,
possessive, and jealous of his girlfriends best friend.”

 

“Jealous?  I don’t feel that.  I get the sense that
this is a conquest for him, something to acquire, manipulate, and
control.  And if anything or anyone gets in his way, he’ll
take them out of the equation.  I don’t play that way so he’s
trying to replace me instead.  I just hope that Tara wakes up
before he gets his hooks in too deep.”  I shivered at the
thought; Zack tightened his embrace around me to ward off the
chill.

 

“Look, I’m always here to talk to.  I know it’s not the
same and that I’m starting to sound like a broken record, but I
am.  Just be careful around him.  You’re right in your
description of Daniel; he is definitely a master manipulator. 
Keep your eyes peeled and still be a good friend to Tara, even if
she doesn’t realize that you are.  Because when this does end,
and it will, it will end badly and she’ll really need you
then.”

 

“So what you’re saying is – you’ve got my back?”

 

“Yep, that’s it exactly.  And your front, and your
sides…”  His hands begin wandering over my hips to my stomach,
barely touching my chest but ultimately finding my face, guiding it
around towards him and his inviting lips.  “I’ll seal it with
a kiss.”

 

I groan at the cheesy-ness of his promise but accept the kiss
regardless.

 

Tyler ended up wandering out back after the movie had
finished.  Paige fell asleep on the couch and he was bushed
too.  “I’m gonna head out.  Thanks for the party
Scarlett.  Nice to see you’ve at least chosen a worthy
advisory for our summer romance.”  He chuckled while
waving good-bye and took his leave.  Unbelievable.

 

“Our summer romance?  Dare I ask?”  Zack’s inquisitive
eyes were staring me down.

 

“Uh, no; inside joke that’s not very funny.”

 

I was able to get Paige to wake up enough to stagger up the
stairs to her room and crash.  I got into my pajama’s then
hurried back to my company.  We agreed to show some
self-restraint and not tempt fate anymore than necessary.  I
made ourselves something to eat and we sat outside eating and
talking even more than I thought possible.  It was just so
easy to hang out, joke around, and re-learn quirks forgotten and
discover new behaviors.  I didn’t even notice or realize how
late the night had become when I noticed the sky paling from dark
to grey to purple and pale yellow.

 

“Ok, it’s official.  It’s the morning.”  Zack
stretched his arms over his head while giving a deep yawn.

 

“Oh my gosh.  I’m sorry; you’re probably exhausted and need
to get some sleep.  Do you want to get going home?”

 

“Honestly?  Not really.  I could do with some coffee
and I’ll be good as new.”

 

“Whatever.  I’m getting tired too and should get a couple
of hours in before Paige gets up.”

 

He reluctantly stands up and I nudge him towards the front
door.  “Fine, I’ll go.  Just know that I don’t want to or
like it.”

 

“Noted.  Now go.  I promise, you can come back after
you’ve gotten some sleep yourself.  Ok?”

 

“Deal.  Good Morning Scarlett.  See you soon.” 
He kissed me good-bye but I still found myself not wanting him to
leave and kissed longer than we should have.  But eventually
we separated our connected mouths and I teasingly pushed him one
last time out the door.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 20
Old Times


Two months of our summer had flown by and it was already the day
before registration for our senior year of high school.  This
meant school was just around the bend with only a few weeks left of
scholastic freedom.  Not that this year was going to be
difficult, I mean its senior year.  Surprisingly enough I was
headed over to the Frosty Freeze to pick up Tara from work, she
texted me asking for a favor.  Boy was I shocked when it was
that and she wanted to stay the night so we could get ready
together for the next day which had become our annual
tradition.

 

I did take Zack’s advice to heart.  He was right, I needed
to be the best friend I could be for Tara even if she didn’t know
or realize it.  So I’ve muddled through this summer along with
Tara and Daniel practically attached at the hip, Paige and Matty to
break up the monotony and tension, and Zack, my boyfriend, as my
relief and one constant.  Don’t get me wrong, there have been
plenty of good times had by our little group, not all bad or soured
by a certain someone’s presence.  I was still on my game along
with Paige.  Sickeningly sweet, you could say, never letting
my guard down along with subtle reminders to Daniel that I hadn’t
forgotten either.  Time was in my favor and the comfort levels
had been obtained as predicted.  The only regret I have so far
is that Tara and I never really got that ‘chat’ I so desperately
wanted.  Maybe tonight would be the night.

 

I drive into the parking lot noting that Tara’s car is parked
there also.  Why am I picking her up then if her car is still
here?  But before I can even get out of the car, Tara is
walking out the door headed my way.

 

“Hey!  Thanks for picking me up.  Just give me a sec,
I have to get a bag out of my car and I’ll be ready to go.” 
She hurries off while I’m stuck with unanswered questions.

 

I decided to wait, wait for the other shoe to drop or for Daniel
to appear.  One of the two was bound to happen.  But
neither did.  Tara opened the back door, threw her bag in the
back then plopped herself in the front seat exhausted.

 

“I am so tired.  It will be nice to get a decent night’s
sleep tonight.”

 

I put the car in reverse still looking for Daniel to show up at
any moment.  Tara notes my searching glances and says, “What
are you looking for?”

 

“I was just wondering where Daniel was and why your car is
here?”

 

“Oh, that.  He wasn’t too happy with me today, but I was
insistent.  I wanted to hang out with you tonight,
alone.  A girl’s night and preparation for tomorrow, it’s our
tradition.  I know I’ve been flaking out a lot on you, but
this one I would not allow to be missed.  It’s our Senior
Year!  Hello!  Been counting down to this for the last
three years.  He’ll get over it eventually.  I promised
him my car so I could get tonight.”

I didn’t like the sound of the last part.  Promised him her
car so she could have tonight?  What the hell is that supposed
to mean?  But I wasn’t about to ruin this lucky turn of events
so I asked, “Why does he need your car?  He can’t ride the
bike?’

 

“I don’t know.  He said that he needed it to pick up
something or someone or whatever.  He’ll be by later to pick
it up.  I don’t ask anymore because it just causes a
fight.  As long as he puts gas in it and returns it in one
piece, I don’t ask and he doesn’t tell.”

 

So much for no secrets between the two of them.  “Oh
well.  His loss is my gain!”  But then I thought, “That
doesn’t mean he’ll come by later on tonight then, does it?”

 

“No.  I told him not to bother or bother us.  These
plans were made way before he ever came into the picture.”

 

Tara’s tone was so unlike her, especially of late.  I’ve
never heard her say one disparaging thing about her “perfect”
boyfriend since they got together.  Maybe the honeymoon was
coming to an end.

 

“What’s up?  Is everything ok?”  If I didn’t take
hints from her queues then I’d never know when I’d get another
chance like this.

 

“Yeah, everything is fine.  It’s stupid really.”

 

“What?”

 

“We got into a fight – a big one.”  This was going to be
good, I could feel it.

 

“Ok, and?”

 

“Well, he doesn’t want me to go back to school.”

 

“WHAT?  Are you kidding me?  What are you supposed to
do?  Drop out?”

 

“No, not that.  He wants me to get my G.E.D. so then I can
be with him more and just work and whatever.”  She sounded so
resign.

 

“Please tell me you’re joking.  What about college and
everything that you’ve been working towards?  Did you tell him
about those plans?  Plans that you made before he re-entered
and altered, I might add, your life.”  I could not believe
what I was hearing.

 

“Altered.  That’s kinda funny and sad at the same
time.  He’s definitely altered me.  I feel like I’m
losing some battle that I didn’t even know I was fighting, you
know?”

 

Did I ever!  This was it.  This was the moment I had
been waiting for.  Do I confess everything right now or wait
till later tonight, when she’s good and worked up? 
Later.  I’ll let her vent and see where her head is at
first.  This was my slippery slope and I didn’t want to blow
it.

 

“Uhg!  I don’t want to talk about this right now. 
Let’s change the subject…How’s Zack?”

 

“No, No, No, No.  No subject change.  This is
serious.  Would you really consider doing that?  Dropping
out?”

 

“Of course not.  I’m not stupid.  For selfish reasons
this is my senior year, the year that I’ve been waiting for my
entire school career, my reward before college.  It’s just
that I never envisioned having a boyfriend during that year
either.  Where and how do I find the balance?”

 

“Yeah, balance.  That’s your biggest concern,” Ok, so I was
being a tad petty and sarcastic.  “Because you’ve managed it
so well all summer long.”

 

“I thought I was doing pretty well.  I haven’t missed any
work, and we’ve all been able to hang out from time to time given
our work schedules and boyfriend demands.”

 

“Ha.  Funny that you put it that way, boyfriend
demands.  Is that what they are?”

 

“I’m not the only one with a boyfriend in this car you
know.”  She didn’t get it…at all.  You know the phrase
“too close to the forest to see the trees” that was my friend, too
close.

 

“I’m not denying that.  But Daniel’s demands seem
more important than any of yours.  This is the first time
since you’ve been together that I’ve actually seen you put your
foot down and demand something for yourself.”

 

“He doesn’t demand.  And why are you jumping all over
Daniel.  I thought you two were getting along so much
better.”

 

“Yeah, sure, we’re bosom buddies.  He just loves the fact
that you have a best friend and various other people in your life
when deep down he’s wishing, no - demanding, having you
and you alone.  No sharing.  You seriously don’t see
that?  And I’m not the one who phrased it as ‘boyfriend
demands.’  Just FYI.”

 

I knew that there was even more to this story/fight but Tara
wasn’t divulging any extra than was necessary.

 

“I’m just so exhausted from this.  I don’t want to re-hash
what has already been discussed, argued, dissected, and argued some
more.  Can’t we just be girls tonight, without any cares or
worries except what our pictures are going to look like on our
school ID’s and what our class schedules are going to be?”

 

I glance over at my friend; I mean really look at her.  She
seems to be tired, no doubt there, but she also seems
different.  Maybe it’s not fair to judge her right at this
moment.  It’s just that more often than not she’s the upbeat
and positive one.  And whether I want to admit it or not, she
usually had a happy glow about her since she hooked up with
Daniel.  They’ve been fighting and who looks their best while
in the midst of chaos.

 

“Fine.  I’ll drop it, for now.  But I will not keep my
opinions silent regarding this ridiculous topic if it just happens
to come up in conversation while he is around.  Next thing
you’re going to tell me is that he wants you to move in with him
and get married.”  I’m laughing out loud at that thought but
notice that Tara didn’t join in as heartily as I had.  I said
I’d drop it, so I’ll do that, for now.

 

When we got to the house my folks were in the kitchen cleaning
up from dinner but once Tara walked in it was like the prodigal
daughter had returned to the fold.  I hadn’t realized that
weeks had passed since Tara had spent any time with my
family.  She managed to put on her happy face and gloss over
the latest and greatest of events that she’d been up to since they
last saw her. 

 

I wanted to be selfish though and didn’t want to share. 
“Ok, ok.  Mom, Dad, you got to see Tara and chat it up for
awhile but now it’s my turn.  I’m sorry to be a downer, but
she’s all mine tonight and we have preparations to make for our
first grand appearance as high school seniors.”  I’m pulling
on Tara’s sleeve guiding her from the room to the protests of my
parents, “Come on, let’s go!”

 

As we’re passing my sister’s room Tara asks, “Where’s
Paige?”

 

“Don’t know, don’t care.  It’s not like she hasn’t been
hanging out with us of late.  I’m sure she’ll try to weasel in
later.”

 

“That’s true.  Hey, do you mind if I jump in the shower
really quick to de-grease myself of work?”

 

“Of course.  I need to examine my wardrobe anyway. 
I’ll have a couple outfits picked out and you can help me
decide.  Ok?”

 

“Great.  I’ll just be a minute.”  She dumped her purse
and bag on my bed, dug thru for her pajamas then staggered for the
shower.  I hope she doesn’t crash out on me so soon.

 

It didn’t really surprise me when the second she stepped into
the shower her phone rang.  I reached for the phone to see
that, who else but Daniel is calling her, already.  I hit
ignore with the smug satisfaction that it would go straight to
voice mail.  He’s not even here and is getting under my
skin.

 

I don’t know why I’m attempting to assemble an ensemble without
the assistance of Paige but why not give it a shot.  As I’m
rummaging thru my closet for what is less than three minutes,
Tara’s phone rings again.  Are you kidding me?  I in turn
hit ignore yet again.  He doesn’t wait the three minutes this
time and just calls right back.

 

Impulsively, I pick up her phone staring at it then hit send to
answer the call, “What?!”

 

“Tara, baby, I miss you already.  When are you going to
leave and come back to me?”

 

“Uh, this isn’t Tara.  She’s in the shower.  I’ll let
her know you called.”  And I hung up on him.  I had to
admit that it felt good but I’m sure he’ll tattle on me.  So I
wasn’t prepared when my phone rang next.

 

I thought it was Zack not even glancing to see if it was and
eagerly answered it, “Hello.”

 

“Hello Scarlett.  It’s Daniel.”  My heart went cold
just from the tone of his voice.  “I’m just making sure that
while you’re with my girlfriend tonight, that no
unnecessary information is exchanged while the two of you catch
up.  I’d hate to think that something could get back to Zack
in the process of your confessions.  You know how things have
a way of getting turned around so easily.”

 

My first instinct was to hang up on him, or to defend myself
with empty threats of, “You wouldn’t dare…”  But I thought
better of myself, contained my insecurities and focused on the game
plan.  I cleared my throat and let out a feathery laugh,
“Whatever are you talking about Daniel?  I mean, Tara and I
are just making plans and getting ready to start our senior
year.  If you’re insinuating of some other incident that may
or may not have occurred, I wouldn’t dream of chatting about that
because that would just be…hateful.  Wouldn’t you say so?”

 

“I’m just covering all of my bases.  I’d really hate to
have a conversation with your boyfriend.  I don’t think he’d
really appreciate the tale I would weave, given that you wouldn’t
be put in a very good light.  I’m just saying.”  I knew
he was grasping, trying for some sort of reaction from me but I
won’t give him the satisfaction.

 

“Thank you Daniel.  I’m sure you’re great at spinning tall
tales and I’ll keep that in mind.  I’ll let Tara know that you
called.  Talk to you later.”  Then I hung up on him
again.

 

I stood there for what appeared to be seconds but was really
more like a few minutes.  I heard the shower shut off so I had
to collect myself and my thoughts before Tara returned to the
room.  I don’t like the fact that part of this plan involves
the manipulation of my friend.  On whose part is to be decided
but I can’t say I’m completely innocent in that act either.  I
choose to relay the message, an edited version, and let Tara know
that Daniel called.  She in turn took her phone sent off a
quick text and then proceeded to turn off her phone. 
Wow!  She must be really pissed to do that.  I left it
alone though and tried to distract her focus on to more important
issues, as in my wardrobe and what I was to wear tomorrow.

 

It was fun making our preparations.  We got to be like we
were before the summer began, and boyfriends were involved, and
secrets came between us.  Old times, are we too young to
already start categorizing past events as that?  But it sure
felt like it.  All relationships move and change, I just
wished that ours wasn’t on a path which could make or break it.

 

We made our choices, laid out the game plan, and started talking
about school, classes, work, and that this really was our last year
in high school.  After that, the unknown future.

 

“I wonder what this year will be like.  Do you think it
will be drama filled and crazy?  Or are we going for the
understated and routine?”  Tara said this plainly and matter
of factly.  How does she not even have a clue, glimpse, or
intuition to foresee this school year now?

 

“Really?  You’re asking that question now?  If Daniel
is still around then I definitely foresee a drama filled school
year.”

 

Tara let out a deep sigh.  It sounded like she had been
holding her breath and was her resignation for trying any
longer.  She looked over at me and simply said, “I know.”

 

This was my moment.  I had to jump now before the door
slammed in my face.  “What are you thinking right now?  I
mean really thinking and feeling and wanting for that matter. 
Tara, it’s been forever since we truly talked and confided in one
another.  I try so hard to not say the wrong thing around you
now.  I feel so afraid that you’re going to lash out at me or
run away, never to return if the wrong thing is said.  Does
that make sense to you?  Or am I reading too much into
everything and letting my imagination get the best of me?”

 

“We both know you have an over-active imagination, but I’m not
going anywhere.  Where would I go?”

 

I don’t let her finish, “To Daniel.  Never to be seen or
heard from again.”

 

Her eyes roll in disgust but my fear is legitimate.  “God
Scarlett sometimes you’re just so dramatic.  Are you sure the
drama won’t be from your side this year?”

 

“It’s not dramatic, it’s insecurity.  I miss my friend,
plain and simple.  And best friends are there for each other
thru thick and thin and you my dear have been really thin.” 
I’m bursting at the seams to tell her everything, but I don’t think
I have her full commitment to listen to what she needs to know and
hear.  So I start out small.  “Like when Zack and I
officially got back together, the night that you and Daniel spent
the night.  The next morning, ok afternoon, when I found you
and Daniel still here, there was so much I wanted to say, to tell,
to scream but…”  I trailed off because my dilemma was
apparent.  Which secret to divulge?”

 

“What?”

 

I take the easier of the two, “Why didn’t you tell me that you
and Daniel had sex?  Why did you leave it up to me to figure
out on my own?  You still haven’t really told me and when I
saw you both that morning, I knew.  But it still would have
been nice for you to have told me.  Did you think I couldn’t
handle it?  I’d judge or say something to ruin it? 
Because I wouldn’t have.”

 

Embarrassment flushed her face; her eyes dropped no longer
meeting mine.  In a whisper of a voice she said, “I didn’t
want to tell you because…because that wasn’t the first time for
us.  I was scared of what you would think if I did tell you
and to tell you when we really did have sex for the first
time.”

 

“Why would it matter when the first time was Tara?  It’s
just that we promised to tell each other when it happened. 
I’ve been dying to tell you.”

 

“What?”  Her head snapped up at that statement.

 

“I’ve wanted to talk to you about the fact that I
almost had sex with Zack that weekend.  But I didn’t
tell you because I was hurt you didn’t trust me enough.  I
mean enough time has gone by, I guess I would understand you want
to keep it private, because it is private and intimate and scary
and exciting and then some.  Because those are all the feeling
that have gone through my head/body since Zack and I have gotten
back together.  We still haven’t had sex, but…”

 

“We had sex the night we met up with everyone at the beach
party.  That was when he told me he loved me, has always loved
me and wanted me to be his girlfriend.  I didn’t tell you
because I was embarrassed at how quickly I let things happen. 
It’s been a whirlwind courtship; I got swept up and didn’t think to
look back.”

 

There are tears in both of our eyes.  Both of our
declarations floating in the room and the impact made from
them.  We look up at one another, followed by a nervous smile
on both our parts, then say at the exact same time, “Holy
Crap!”  The tension breaker needed and we peel into anxious
giggles.

 

“Ok, ok, ok.”  I’m taking a deep breath to suppress anymore
laughter from escaping.  “You little slut!  I can’t
believe you put out to the first guy who told you ‘I love
you’.  Wait a minute, tons of guys have said ‘I love you’ to
you, why him?  Why now?”

 

The atmosphere of strain had been broken and conversation was
flowing freely, just like old times.  “I don’t know.  I
just knew, you know.  I can’t explain it.  He knows me
inside and out, almost as much as you.  I wasn’t kidding when
I said we have a connection.  It seems unbreakable.  I’m
glad I waited as long as I did for sex, but on the other hand it’s
so stressful too.”

 

“Stressful?  I completely I understand that.  It’s
frustrating as hell trying to not have sex too.”

 

“Not the same thing.  Stressful, because it does change the
relationship to an even more intimate level that I feel so exposed
and I’m afraid that he knows that side to me now.  Like with
one look or word and he could destroy me.”

 

“I guess I understand that too.  But is it worth it?” 
I didn’t really like the fact that Tara had sex so early on in her
relationship and with Daniel.  But from my best friends view
point, regardless of the guy, I wanted to know what the experience
was for her.  “What was it like?  What is it like? 
And please tell me that you didn’t lose it in the back of your
car.  Please!”

 

“Ew, no, not the back seat of my car.  We have since, but
not the first time.  First time was on the beach.  It was
late, on a secluded piece of beach, romantic.  Daniel had
everything in place.  He told me he didn’t want for us to just
have sex that night, but he wanted to make-love to me.  He
loved me, has always loved me and the honor of being my first and
this was the first time for him,” I start to interrupt that load of
shit when she holds up her hand to silence my unwanted
comment.  “I’m not finished.  It was the first time he
had ever made-love because he’d never been in love before, before
me.”

 

It took everything in me to not force my finger down my throat
to purge all the sappy crap Daniel laid out there to Tara. 
But it wouldn’t be fair to her either.  I wanted to know and
now I do.  Yuk.

 

“Are you happy Tara?”

 

“Yes,” she didn’t hesitate in her answer.  “I know we’re
fighting right now.  Hey, this is our first real fight
too.  Cool make-up sex.”  Ew again and cringe at the
thought.  “But I know we’ll work it out.  I love him
Scarlett, can’t you accept that?”

 

Deep sigh on my end now.  “I worry about you friend. 
It’s just a new and different you.  It takes some getting used
to.  This is not your usual M.O. and you’ve caught me off
guard.  Is that a fair assessment?”

 

“Fair but I wish you two could get along better.  Talk
about stress.  Just give him another chance.  I don’t
know what is going on between the two of you, but for me, can you
put it aside and just get along?’

 

“I’ll try.  No promises though.”

 

“That’s all I’m asking for.  Now a question for you…does
Zack know you’re on the pill?  And how was it when you started
taking it, ‘cause I’m thinking that I need to get on the pill.”

 

“OMG!  I’d forgotten that you’re not.  Please say
you’re being smart and using protection.  I’ll take you to my
doctor if you want.  It’s no biggie, and Dr. Trifunovic is
awesome.  And yes, Zack does know but we/he decided that
wasn’t something to put in the mix of our relationship right
now.  He doesn’t want me to regret it.”  I’d been on the
pill for just over a year, ironically after Zack and I broke
up.  Not for sex purposes, but girly problems and they helped
regulate my crazy monthly bill.

 

She didn’t answer as convincingly, “Yeah, we do…  I just
want to make sure nothing else could happen.  That would
really screw things up.”

 

“Ok, just be safe till then.  I’ll see about setting up an
appointment for you.”

 

We talked for hours after that.  Gossiping, hypothesizing,
laughing, planning, discussing our uncertain futures, it was
over-due and re-affirming.  So I am a tad over-dramatic with
flare incorporated with my over-imaginative committee.  But by
the end of the night, watching dawn breaking before sleep was
forced upon us, Tara was still there, still my best friend, nothing
had changed there.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 21
Beginnings


My school ID turned out hideous after an almost sleepless
night.  Not the smartest choice before going to registration,
but well worth it.  Tara and I were on the same page.  We
hashed out a lot but I still felt I couldn’t tell her
everything.  I hate that Daniel is right in this aspect. 
I couldn’t hurt her like that.  Nothing really happened and
nothing has come close to happening since then.  I’m not about
to let him off the hook, but I will back off unless I feel the need
to step in.  Daniel is who she has chosen for now, she is
happy, and I’m not going to be the one responsible for taking that
away from her. 

 

One topic of particular interest was revealed by Tara that
night. She admitted that she was completely in favor of Zack and me
getting back together.  She told me when we had broken up the
first time; he went to her, wrecked and distraught.  He asked
what it would take for him to get me back, to fix his greatest
mistake.  Tara had always liked Zack, so I was surprised when
she told him to stay away from me, if he wanted any chance of
coming back into my life, he would have to earn it, give me tons of
space and time, then attempt to be a friend first and hope that I
would be willing to allow him to re-enter my life.  She knew
that I would eventually forgive him if he played his cards right
and she takes full credit for the advice given, taken and
applied.  Tara then told me to wait to have sex with
Zack.  She didn’t give details on that venue but just said,
“Trust me - wait.”  And that was it, like I wasn’t already
confused, conflicted, and horny as hell in that department.

 

It’s just ironic Zack chose that night at the beach as the
moment to offer his olive branch which I unexpectedly took. 
Timing has been everything with us, and he was fated to be there
when I didn’t even know I would come to rely on him so much.

 

We only had a few weeks left of summer freedom but managed to
coordinate one last hoorah beach party.  It only seemed
fitting to end the summer the same way we began it.  My ever
present party planner, Tyler, was more than obliged to accommodate
the final workings for this ‘back to school bash’.  I even let
Paige come along.  It was practically official; she was a
freshman and deserved a proper introduction to the high school
masses.  Daniel and I were on a hiatus of sorts.  Not a
truce, but I did back off as promised and he in turn was back on
his best behavior.  I knew he still was pushing for Tara to
not go back to school but she wasn’t budging in that aspect. 
This seemed to be the only ounce of tension between the two of them
but otherwise they were still connected at the hip and Tara looked
genuinely happy.

 

Zack of course was by my side, just as eager and supportive as
ever.  I teased him, asking if he really wanted to attend a
lowly high school party when his friends were winding up for the
college scene.  Funny thing was, was that a lot of his friends
came to our beach party, saying their hellos, good-byes and
farewells for those leaving to attend college out of state. 
Props to Tyler, he did know how to throw a great party.

 

The bonfire had been lit just after the most amazing and
brilliant sunset, conversations were flowing, a few random make-out
sessions present, and laughter filling the air.  I was wearing
Zack’s over-sized sweatshirt when I felt him tugging on my
sleeve. 

 

He motioned with his head, nodding towards the shore, “Let’s go
for a walk.”

 

“Kay.  Let me just tell Paige where we’re going.”  I
found her easily in a circle of her own, surrounded at all sides by
guys vying for her attention.  Paige was totally in her
element, holding court of her own making.  I felt fortunate
that I could even tear her attentions away for a second letting her
know that I’d be walking with Zack down the beach but also that
Tara and Daniel were still nearby keeping a sharp eye on her as
well.  With a roll of her eyes and a light push, she dismissed
me.

 

Returning to Zack with an unbelievable shake of my head he asks,
“What?”

 

“Nothing really.  I’m just impressed with my sister and her
ability to mingle so effortlessly.  I’ve never been able to do
that and here she is, a freshman, with most of my friends, and she
is fitting in like she’s known and been around them forever. 
Just jealous, I guess.  Wish I could do that.”

 

He laughed, putting his arm around my waist pulling me closer to
him.  I rest my head in the crook of his arm covering my face
in embarrassment.  “I’m glad you’re not like that.  I
never would have stood a chance with you if you were.  Don’t
get me wrong, you have a presence all your own, it’s just more
reserved and cautious.  But I know from past experience, that
to get in with you is precious and you don’t want to be on the
outside.  It’s not nearly as fun.”

 

“Shut up.  I don’t have a circle.  If I did, then it
only consists of you and Tara, maybe Paige too.”

 

“See that’s what I love about you Scarlett.  You’re just as
clueless of your appeal that people want to be around you and be
your friend.  I feel lucky to be a part of it.”

 

I snort a laugh of disbelief, “Yeah, love about me. 
Right.”

 

He stopped then, turning me to face him forcing our eyes to
lock, “It is true, you know - I do.  I love you Scarlett.”

 

Oh my God.  Did he just say I love you?  My mind is
racing yet it’s frozen in place at the same time, in this
moment.  I shake my head to get things rattling around,
thinking it was imagined.  But before I could place my
thoughts in order, to process this new information, Zack leans in
and whispers, “I love you Scarlett.  You did not just imagine
it.  Stop over-analyzing and go with it.  I wanted to put
something new into the mix, what do you think?”

 

Think?  He just told me not to think and go with it. 
As I start to express my thoughts his lips are tracing the contours
of my face.  Feather light, whispers against my cheeks, “I
love you.”  Against my eyes, “I love you.”  Against my
neck, “I love you.”  Then the final breathy caress against my
lips, “I love you Scarlett.”

 

He tasted so sweet and desirable.  Kissing Zack had become
astoundingly beautiful, endless, emotional, passionate and gentle
all at the same time.  The connection was complete and without
a doubt in my mind, I recognize that I loved him too.  I
thought I would have been scared, petrified even to say that
sentiment out loud.  But I wasn’t and I wanted to tell
him.  Share with him, that insurmountable joy and
expression.

 

I didn’t want to separate our moist lips but it made voicing my
declaration difficult.  It’s then I realize that there are
tears trickling down my face at the same time.  The first
reaction flashing across his face is concern, and behind that is a
fear, fear of rejection.

 

“I love you too Zack.  I’m on cloud nine right this
moment, I can’t even put into words the emotion and feelings
that are sparking throughout my mind and body.  I love you
doesn’t seem to quite cover it.”   He pulled me into a
tight embrace, lifting my feet off the ground, burying his face in
my neck and hair.

 

“I was so nervous.  I felt as if it were a gamble, you
know.  I knew how I felt for so long, but the uncertainty for
how you felt was almost debilitating.  I mean the questions,
the doubt, the thought of your turning and running
away…screaming.  Now who’s got the over-active
imagination?”

 

“Can I be honest?”  He looks at me hesitantly nodding for
me to continue, “I didn’t know.  I wouldn’t allow myself to
think about it.  I’ve been waiting for the other shoe to drop,
for you to start school, me going back to high school, and you
waking up one morning thinking that you’re wasting your time with
me.  I thought you’d be leaving me soon.”

 

“Looks like we both have imaginations doing over-time.  But
how could you think that?  I’ve told you numerous times how
worth it you are.  That I would do whatever it took just to
earn your trust back, even settling for friendship if that was what
you desired.  Why so quick to mistrust my intentions?” 
At that point, I just looked up at him mirroring the same fear he
had just shown me.

 

“In your own words, you pushed me away once before.  How
can that seed of insecurity not re-surface within my own inner
sanctum?”

 

“Ah, I deserve that.  I’m so sorry for placing that in you,
yet I understand it at the same time.  For me to tell you not
to feel that way is just plain…stupid.  But it is stupid and
undeserving of me to expect you to let it go just as easily. 
We’ll just have to work at chipping it away, and I’ll keep trying
to prove to you that I’m worthy of your trust and
companionship.  It was my mistake and not up to you to punish
yourself because of it.  Just please believe me when I tell
you that I’m madly in love with you so much so that you consume
almost every thought in my head.  At least trust that.”

 

“I believe you and I trust you.  I do.  I just need to
work at trusting myself more.  We are far from perfect but I
agree that we’re both worth it.  You make me feel safe,
secure, beautiful, sexy even, and now loved.  Is it weird if I
say, Thank you?”

 

He chuckles under his breath, his blue-green eyes glowing with
anticipation, “You’re welcome.” 

 

We became oblivious to the sights and sounds surrounding us
there, mesmerized with each other, almost euphoric.  Wandering
aimlessly down the beach somehow we end up under the pier, when I
find myself sandwiched between the wooden supports of the structure
and Zack’s warm body, wandering kisses and anxious hands.
  Was I even thinking, or was I just reacting? 
There was something vaguely familiar trying to come to the fore
front of my brain, but hormones, and scents, sounds, tastes seemed
to over-ride any thought of logic.

 

Screw logic.  I wanted this - again.  More than
anything I’d ever wanted before in my life.  I ripped at his
shirt, fumbling to get it off his person.  I wanted to feel
his skin, taste the salt of the ocean clinging to his neck and
chest.  Our kisses were becoming frantic, and probing, all
refrain left behind.  Somehow his sweat shirt I’d been wearing
was being ripped over my head, followed by his mouth sliding down
my neck, our bodies pressing together, friction creating a pleasure
I never thought possible.  I remember looking up, seeing the
boards creating the walk way for the pier, listening to the rhythm
of waves crashing onto the sand and the sand being dragged back
into the water.  Our bodies seemed to be following in sync
with nature’s music.

 

My fingers were entangled in his hair, pressing him against
me.  His hands running down my thighs, lifting my legs to
encircle his waist, my back still pressed against the wooden
pylons.  Zack’s breathing was so heavy, his eyes wild with
passion, his lips swollen and red.  I knew I looked and felt
the same way.  I could see that if anything was said, the
spell could be torn away, leaving us ungratified. 

 

I brought my fingers to his lips to silence the words I knew he
was fighting to say, “Ssshhh.”  I give him my most entreating
smile, nodding my head in rhythm to the waves and our bodies. 
No thinking, just reacting, responding, connecting, discovering,
the explosion of butterflies filling my soul.  He was more
than ready, and my hands were fumbling with his swim trunks, his
hands pulling at mine.  We fell to the ground his body on top
of mine, eyes locking, full of nervous desire and then he was
inside me. 

 

I gasped at the quick stab of pain closing my eyes, trying to
stifle a cry out when I heard his raspy voice pleading. 
“Don’t close your eyes.  Look at me.”

 

The progression and pulse of my/our first time was
inexplicable.  It wasn’t over within two seconds of
contact.  Zack took his time, paced his tempo to mine, making
sure I was ok, comfortable.  Once I gathered the realization
that I was actually doing this nothing else mattered but Zack and
the joys of sex.  So cliché to say but that’s what it
was.  I let go of all inhibition, exposed my true self to this
boy and gave him me.  With the movement of or bodies, my
fingers digging into his back, his mouth greedily on mine, then
incorporate the sounds escaping from our lips, it was
ecstasy.  That’s when he couldn’t wait any longer, things came
to a climax, his body convulsing with a final thrust, groaning
through a satisfied smile, and then finally collapsing on top of
me, crushing the last bit of air from my lungs. 

 

His breath hot in my ear he teasingly whispers, “Does this mean
we’re putting this into the mix also?”

 

I groan at this, trying to laugh while pushing him off of me so
I could breathe.  He rolls over to the side cradling me in
close to his flushed body.  “You sure are putting a lot in the
mix this evening.”

 

“Hey, I only professed my love for you.  You’re the
seductress in this play, remember?”

 

“Eh!”  I blurt and poke him in the side as he jerks away to
avoid any further punishment.

 

“Ok, Ok, Uncle!  I give up.  I added it to the
mix.  It was all me, my sexy little vixen.”

 

“Are you saying that we shouldn’t have just done this then?”

 

“Nope, not at all.  You have no idea how many nights I’ve
gone home limping.”

 

I slap him again on the chest, “Shut Up!”

 

He laughs at my irritation but just pins my arms to the side
keeping him free from any more abuse.  “On a serious note, I
can’t even begin to express how happy I am right now.  Are
you?”

 

“I am happy.  Thanks again,” I smirk up at him.

 

We stayed there curled up together under the pier listening to
the tides endless serenade, our hearts slowly returning to a
resting rate when I notice that we are kind of exposed and that
anyone could walk up on us at any given time.  I reluctantly
tear myself away from Zack, making a cursory glance at his naked
body.  He had a great body and to see him in all his ‘glory’
was distracting.  I needed to clear my head and come back to
my senses.  We both were covered in sand, the sweat shirt and
his t-shirt didn’t really provide the best ground cover.  I
wiggled back into my suit then ran for the water leaving Zack
behind staring after me wordlessly.

 

“Come on!  The water looks great!”

 

He slipped his suit back on and ran out to me, splashing more
than necessary before he reached out tackling me bringing me with
him as he fell into the crashing waves.  Our limbs flailing
here and there, playing in the waves, kissing in between with the
seclusion provided by the water allowing the freedom to touch,
search; discover even more contours of our bodies shapes and lines,
clothing starting to become optional yet again.

 

“Hey, hey, slow down there slick.  I came out here to clear
my head and make myself somewhat presentable before returning to
the masses.”

 

“Can’t help myself.  Look what you started, the beast has
been unleashed.”  He’s playfully grinning but not loosening
his grip on me either.

 

“I know.  This is crazy right?  Did we just have
sex?  And before that did we say something about being in
love?  Crazy…”

 

“It’s not crazy.  It’s love, impulsive and exciting. 
We’re not even close to crazy yet.”

 

Working our way back to the party was more difficult than I
thought.  I wanted to be selfish and have Zack all to
myself.  We couldn’t seem to keep our hands off of each
other.  More so than normal and the shitty grins plastered
across both our faces was sure to be a dead giveaway as to our
where about and what we had been doing.  I had no idea how
much time had passed since we made our departure with the excuse
being a walk.  We did walk, just with a detour or
two. 

 

Luckily, no one noticed our approach and we were able to morph
back in without comment.  I told Zack as we were making our
way back that I would be telling Tara about our declarations and
solidifying it with sex.  He laughed at my description but
reminded me that I was to tell her all of it, meaning that I was
the one to initiate the sex; he was the innocent one and only
professed his love for me.  Anything after that was an added
bonus.  That earned him another slap in the arm regardless of
the truth behind it.

 

 

 

﻿










Chapter 22
Endings


It was getting late and I needed to start back home before
curfew.  It was mostly for Paige’s benefit, she was a freshman
and when I was a freshman, I had a curfew.  We said our
farewells and started loading Zack’s car with all our beach and
party supplies.  Tara and Daniel were helping us go back and
forth when for the first time in a long time it ended up with
Daniel and me alone in the parking lot, waiting for the rest of the
group to re-join us.

 

“So, how’s it going Scarlett?  Did you have a nice
walk with Zack this evening?”  His insinuation was
anything but subtle.

 

“Yeah, we did.  Just walkin’ and talkin’, the usual.” 
I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

 

“If you say so…”

 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

 

“Nothing.  You just seem so relaxed and glowing even.”

 

Oh my God!  I haven’t even told Tara yet and he’s already
hip to the knowledge of Zack and me?  How the hell does he do
that?  Go to my happy place – Go to my happy
place.

 

“Whatever Daniel.  I’ve no idea to what you’re talking
about.”

 

“Oh I think you do, in fact I know you do.  How was
it?  It was your first time right?  What made you sleep
with him now?”  Then the recognition clicks, “He told you he
loved you, didn’t he?  Classic.  Every guy’s last ditch
move to land a girl.  Didn’t think he had it in him.  Now
that he’s getting ready to hit the college scene.  He had to
have one last tap with a high school fling.”

 

Seeing red didn’t even begin to cover the anger spewing forth
from every pore of my body.  I could no longer contain myself
and I wasn’t about to let this Jerk-off destroying the most perfect
of days.  “Why are you such an asshole Daniel?  Is it
your lot in life to make mine as miserable as yours?”  My
voice is rising, almost to the point of shrieking.  “You can’t
just leave it alone, leave me alone.  Do you want me to tell
Tara that you hit on me?  That you’re a possessive piece of
crap that you can’t even handle your girlfriend going to school
because it would take away from your time spent with her?  How
pathetic is that?  Or is it insecurity that’s keeping your
strangle hold on her?  This web of lies and actions you’ve
spun for her to see.  Am I the only one you’ve been unable to
snag?  Is that what fuels your vendetta against me?”

 

“Ah Scarlett, what an imagination you have.  I never hit on
you, you hit on me.  Don’t you remember?  You were so
jealous of Tara and me, our night of love-making, you so curious to
what it would be like.  I’ve told you before that I’m not
interested in you that way and because you are Tara’s best friend I
wouldn’t say anything to her or hurt Tara like that.”

 

“What the hell are you talking about?”  It’s then I realize
that Tara and Zack had returned to the parking lot, arms loaded,
mouths now hanging open, and both sets of eyes going back and forth
between the two of us in confrontation.

 

I lash out, “You are the biggest liar and manipulator I’ve ever
met.  I’ve only tolerated you because Tara is my best friend
and I would never hurt her like that.”  I turn my focus onto
Tara and Zack.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t do this
anymore.  I’ve tried to put up a front of everything being ok,
and that Daniel really isn’t the bastard I know he truly is. 
Tara, he hit on me at the house that weekend my folks were gone,
when you were in the shower getting ready for work.  I wanted
to tell you but I couldn’t.  I was afraid…afraid of your not
believing me.”  By this point I feel the tears welling up in
my eyes, because the look on Zack’s face is almost just as
unbearable and Tara’s is blank, no emotion, no reaction, just
blank.

 

“Tara say something.  You believe me don’t you?”

 

She shakes her head as if to clear or re-set the past five
minutes, “I don’t know.” 

 

She walks up to Daniel looking him straight in the eyes and does
the craziest thing I’ve ever witnessed.  Her hand searches out
his and their fingers lace together then she raises them up to her
cheek, gently brushing back and forth.  She stands on her
tip-toes to reach his lips with hers.  Daniel responds
cautiously all the while watching me with a sense of satisfaction
and grandeur, he’d won.  As Tara releases from his embrace I
see the glistening streaks her tears have made on her tanned
features then whispers, “Good-bye Daniel.”

 

Crack!  I could see his mask of emotions convulsing and
shaking.  Tara had turned away from him, not even looking
back; approaching Zack and me we stretch out our arms to embrace my
broken and fragile friend. 

 

I can hear Daniel sputtering, calling for some semblance of
attention and reason.  “What are you doing Tara?  I love
you; does that mean nothing to you?  You’re mine, we belong
together…”

 

We somehow make it to her car, Zack and I decide that I should
drive her car back to my house and he and Paige will follow
his.  Zack did not want me to have to deal with Daniel any
more than necessary.

 

Only then does Tara momentarily snap out of the stupor she’d
fallen into, “Zack, promise me you will not fight him.  Don’t
do it, I’m scared he might get hurt.”  Even in the middle of
emotional devastation, she still comes to his defense but Zack is
one up on me and stops me from saying something I may regret
later.

 

“I promise Tara.  Just go to Scarlett’s, I’ll be right
behind you guys. Ok?”  He’s rubbing her arm in encouragement
while guiding her into the passenger’s seat.

 

He then escorts me to the driver’s side, protecting me from any
unwanted advances just a few cars down from the tirade Daniel was
engaged in.  “Whatever you do, don’t stop.  Go straight
home; I’ll be right behind you.”

 

“Zack, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean for this to
happen.  I don’t even know what happened…”

 

“Sshhhh.  Not now Scarlett, we’ll talk later.  Just
get in the car and go home.”  I look to Paige who is standing
just a few feet away he says, “She’ll be fine.  I’ve got
her.  Trust me.”

 

I nod in agreement, making eye contact with Paige just to ease
my conscious that I’m doing the right thing.  Tara is back in
a silent trance, tears leaking from her eyes, trying to keep it
together.  Pulling out of the parking lot was a challenge in
the sense that I had to dodge Daniels flailing attempts at getting
her attention by standing in the middle of the lot trying to block
our exit.

 

Tara asked that Zack not hurt him but she hadn’t included me in
that sentiment.  I felt my foot slamming down on the gas
heading straight for him, our eyes locking just seconds before he
finally jumped out of the way allowing passage, his screams for
Tara fading behind us.

 

We drove in silence for some time but I couldn’t keep quiet for
long, “I’m so sorry Tara.  I mean, I didn’t mean for things to
go down like that.  I just didn’t know what else to do or say
for that matter.”

 

She just shakes her head slightly, “Scarlett, not now.  I
don’t want to talk, I don’t want to think, I don’t want
anything.  Just get me home please.”

 

“Ok, but my house right.  Zack said to go back to my
house.”

 

“No, take me home.  I need to get something, and then we
can go to your house.”  I shake my head in protest but she
just says, “Please Scarlett.  It will only take a minute.”

 

“Fine.  I’ll call Zack to let him know and to make sure
that they were able to leave safely also.”

 

We get to her house about twenty minutes later and Tara is
jumping out of the car before I can come to a complete stop. 
She was fast though, just as promised.  Returning to the car
with a duffle bag full of clothes, I’m assuming, and we start back
to my house.

 

Zack and Paige were only a few minutes behind us, even with our
pit-stop.  I waited outside for them as Tara just walked into
the house, not even acknowledging my staying behind.  I was
anxious for Zack’s return, but couldn’t begin to gage what his
reaction to all this information and drama that was now created in
a weakened lapse of good judgment on my part.  I had no idea
as to what he was thinking, feeling, believing even.  Was this
going to change everything that was just professed only a few short
hours ago?

 

I saw his car coming up the street and I started pacing back and
forth in the driveway, nerves starting to get the better of
me.  Paige exited the vehicle first, bounding up to me,
throwing her arms around me in a back-breaking hug.

 

“Uhg!  Ok Paige, we’re home.  All’s going to be worked
out.”

 

She didn’t release me and whispered in my ear, “Zack knows the
story.  I told him, I hope that’s ok.”

 

I pull away, concern crossing my face, “What did he say?”

 

“That’s just it, nothing.  He just sat and listened, not a
word said, no questions asked, nothing.”

Now I was really anxious, nervous, and worried.  Crap, this
is not going to be good.

 

Zack tentatively walks up to us giving Paige the chance to
release her grip on me and go into the house also.  Once she
was inside he just stood there, looking at me, hands in his
pockets, and a space between us that felt like a canyon.  It
was obvious, the pain of my withholding information shown in his
eyes.  I didn’t know what else to say or even begin to
explain.  I thought I’d wrapped up the pieces pretty well and
didn’t take in account the one loose thread left exposed that could
unravel the entire plan.

 

I start to speak but Zack silences me by holding his hands up to
stop me, “Don’t.  I just…”  He wavers, avoiding eye
contact with me, “Why didn’t you tell me?  Didn’t you have any
hope or faith in the two of us?”

 

“Of course I did.  I just…”  Now it’s my turn to waver
and contemplate a response, “I didn’t want to hurt you or see you
get into trouble trying to defend my honor.  That’s what
Daniel was hoping for and I couldn’t let that happen.  I
needed Tara to believe me, I had no idea as to how but I knew that
somehow I could get her to listen or believe or see what Daniel’s
true colors were.  And I wouldn’t have been able to accomplish
that task if you and he got into a fight.  Tara would go to
his side, not looking back, and becoming even more sucked into his
manipulative spell.”

 

“I guess I understand where you were coming from, Paige kind of
explained what had happened and the game plan the two of you
formed.  But you should have told me, regardless.”

 

“I’m sorry.  I was scared, scared of loosing Tara, you and
me and the new frontier we had just started to explore.  I
didn’t want risk the loss of either of you, protect you both. 
Can you understand that?”

 

“Mother Hen strikes again, eh?  I can see that, even try to
understand it.  That’s what I love about you but you have to
learn to trust me to do some protecting every so often too.” 
A grin is breaking through the disappointment on his face, and he
reached over to hold my hand bringing me into his protective
embrace.

 

My relief was evident and I let out a great sigh to release the
tension, “I’m sorry.  I won’t keep you in the dark like that
ever again.  It’s exhausting.”

 

“You were right in one aspect though, I would have kicked his
ass.  I still might…”

 

“Don’t you dare, he is so not worth it.  Besides I think
the emotional pain he’s in right now could possibly outweigh the
physical.  Did he say anything to you after we left?”

 

“No, just looked pretty pathetic but also really pissed at the
same time.  Do you mind if I stick around for awhile, just to
make sure no more trouble ensues tonight?”

 

“I’m sure that will be fine.  I’ll let my Dad know you’re
still here.  I should get inside and check on Tara.  She
barely said a word the whole drive home.  I don’t even know
what to say or understand why she chose to believe me without
discussing it first.”

 

“Let’s go inside then.”

 

Paige was sitting on the couch talking to my Dad, but Tara was
nowhere to be seen.

 

“Where’s Tara?”

 

My dad was the first to respond, “She’s in the guest room. 
She asked for some privacy then went in and closed the door. 
I think it’d be wise to leave her alone for now.”  He looked
up at me, “Want to tell me what’s really going on?”

 

Uhg!  Did I actually want to go into detail with my Dad
about our chaotic teen-drama?  So I went with the high-lights
version.  Touching on the important points, but leaving out
the major details such as locations, sex, un-chaperoned parties,
and sleep-over’s.  He appeared to accept the abridged version
but was not happy with the latest outcome.

 

“Do I need to stay up tonight, keeping watch?”  I know he
was trying to be sarcastic, but if I really wanted him to, he would
have.

 

Zack spoke up next, “I think it will be fine tonight. 
Daniel isn’t dumb and he knows that the parents are home
and will be alerted if any trouble were to arise.  But do you
mind if I stay for awhile in case Tara or Scarlett need help with
anything?”  Smooth Zack, I was trying to hide a smile from
giving away my hope and relief of him staying on longer. 

 

“That’s fine, just not too late and not too loud.  I’m
going to head up to bed, but know that I’m listening and sleeping
with one eye open.”  My dad got up and kissed Paige and me
good-night and gave Zack a firm handshake as well.

 

After my dad left the room I went straight for the guest room
and gently knocked on the door.  “Tara, you ok?  Do you
need anything or want to talk?”

 

“I just want to be alone right now Scarlett.  Please, not
now.”  I could hear the tears in her voice and practically
feel her grief through the door.

 

“I’ll be right outside if you need me.”  She didn’t respond
after that so I begrudgingly left the door and headed upstairs
instead.  I needed to get out of these clothes, shower and
recover from the events that transpired this evening; all the
events, good-great and bad-sad.

 

I showered in five minutes flat and once in the safety of my
room I broke down myself.  Crying because I realized, even
though my friend was suffering, I was happy and in love and had had
sex for the first time.  All this, in one night with only a
twinge of guilt from the repercussions of Daniels accusations.
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Chapter 23
Explanations


Even though we had stayed up most of the night, well into the
early morning, Zack continued acting as protector for Tara and
me.  We ended up passing out curled up together on the couch,
Paige in the love seat.  I told her she didn’t have to stay up
if she was tired.  But Paige knew better, Zack wasn’t about to
leave anytime soon and if we did happen to fall asleep and our
parents discovered us, she would’ve acted as chaperone and leeway
could be a possibility from parental wrath.  I was the first
to wake to the enticing smell of coffee wafting in from the
kitchen.  My mom was there pouring a cup and settling in to
read the morning newspaper.

 

“Good morning sleepy-head.  Eventful night, huh?”  She
indicated with her mug in hand directed towards the slumber-party
in the other room.

 

“Sorry.  We didn’t intend to fall asleep; I was hoping that
Tara would come out and want to talk.  Am I in trouble for
Zack staying thru the night?”

 

Mom looked at me scrutinizing her reproach, “I’m gonna say ‘No’
this one and only time.  But it’d better never happen again,
got it?”

 

“Got it.”  I breathed a sigh of relief then sucked in
another breath, “What about Dad?”

 

“Don’t worry about him.  I’ll take care of it.  Just
be prepared for possible new rules, guidelines, or curfews of some
sort.  I won’t stop that.”

 

“Got it…again.  Thanks mom.”  I walked over to the
coffee pot desperate for a cup.  Once prepared I bring it up
for a sip when I look out the kitchen window and notice that Tara
is sitting outside, wrapped in a blanket, looking red-eyed and
lifeless.

 

“Oh crap!  When did she get up and sneak outside?”  I
indicate Tara to my mom.

 

“I saw her when I got up this morning, but figured you should be
the one to talk with her first.  I’m here if you need another
shoulder to cry on, but I think she’s ready now.  Take her a
cup of coffee and go to her.”

 

My mom just amazes me, when it dawn’s on me as to where Paige
gets her observant demeanor and tactful advice.  “Thanks
Mom.”

 

I juggle the cups, grab a piece of toast and maneuver my way
outside to Tara.  I notice almost immediately, sitting on her
lap, my journal.  Oh shit!

 

“Hey sweetie, how’re you doing?”  I chose the subtle
approach before leaping into the fire.

 

She just looked up at me, pain etched in every muscle of her
face.  Then she lightly caressed the journal with her hand,
not opening it and said, “I didn’t want to believe you.  I
dismissed it to jealousy and resentment on your part.  So I
forgave you and didn’t even question Daniel’s intentions.  How
messed up is that?”

 

“When?”  I pointed at the journal, the obstacle of
accusation.

 

“I found it the morning before we went to registration at
school.”

 

“But that was like, three weeks ago.  You knew all this
time and didn’t say a word to me?”  I hadn’t even noticed it
missing from my room.

 

“Like I said, I blamed you but forgave you in the same
moment.  I couldn’t believe that Daniel was capable of
something so crass but I couldn’t believe that you would allow
something like that to happen to you.  I read about your
dilemma and the position he put you in.  I just didn’t want to
believe either side, you or him.  How could I?  The two
most important people in my life and they are at odds with one
another because of their desire to protect me.  Granted, I now
see you really were looking out for my best interest, Daniel on the
other hand was only looking out for his.”

 

“So what does this mean?  Am I forgiven?  Is he? 
Are you going to forgive him this and go back to him?”

 

“I don’t know.  My boyfriend basically hit on my best
friend.  How do I handle this?  Lose one to keep the
other?  I love him but how do I choose?”

 

Now it was my turn, “I don’t know.  I’m not exactly an
unbiased opinion.”  I chuckle at the irony of it all.

 

“Hence the dilemma,” she gave a half-hearted laugh, “I see Zack
stayed all night.  Glad I was right in that department, at
least I can call one thing right.”

 

At the mention of Zack’s name I couldn’t hide the grin and
memories flashing in my mind.  “Yeah, he’s been great,” I
smile even bigger.

 

Tara while in the middle of deconstructing her relationship with
Daniel doesn’t miss the fondness between the two of us.  “Oh
my God!  You two had sex, didn’t you!  When? 
What?  Where?  How was it?”

 

I didn’t want to talk about this right now, not while she was
going thru this hellish time.  But she wouldn’t have it. 
“Give me something good to listen too, besides my pitiful
thoughts.  Distract me with gory details.  Dish…now!”

 

“Last night, under the pier right after he professed his undying
love to me.”

 

“Wow!  Last night, and then Daniel and I had to ruin a
perfectly beautiful night for you two.  Nice, sorry about
that,” she smiled apologetically at me.  “So explain to me, he
said ‘I love you’ and then you had sex?”

 

“Right, explain.  Zack told me I had to clarify the details
accurately in the story.  When we left the party for a walk,
things just seemed to fall into place.  I didn’t even know
that I was headed in that direction, I swear.  He told me he
loved me, and wasn’t even expecting me to say it back.  He
thought I was going to run away screaming, he was so nervous. 
But when he put it out there and kissed me as if to seal the deal I
realized that I loved him too.  How crazy is that?”

 

“Not crazy, it’s love.”

 

“That’s what he said!”  I laugh at their in-sync
responses.  “But…uh…yeah, the sex part, didn’t plan on that
either.  I seduced him…he wanted to wait, again.  This
time I was ready, it wasn’t a completely impulsive reaction to our
declarations.  No regrets there - at all, I wanted him and I
wanted my first time to be with him.”

 

Tara was speechless, but only for a moment.  “Let me get
this straight, you seduced him?  You can’t rape the
willing.”

 

“Shut Up!”

 

“I’m just kidding.  That’s great, I’m happy for you
guys.  He is a good guy, a keeper.  It’s kinda funny how
we tend to mirror one another even in our relationships, that or
ironic.  Beach setting, professions of love, making love on
the beach.”

 

“Uh, yeah, ironic but thanks too.”  I hadn’t realized how
similar our first time experiences were either, I wonder if that
was conscious or sub-consciously.  Now it was my turn to
revisit the end of our evening.  “Tara, I didn’t mean for
things to get so blown out of proportion.  Daniel just has
this way of getting under my skin when no one is around.  It’s
like it’s his goal to get some sort of reaction out of me. 
And after everything that had just come to light between Zack and
me, he was trying to disparage this amazing experience into
something cheap and meaningless.  I’ve been patient and
tolerant for awhile, but he was hitting below the belt.”

 

“No, you were right to react the way you did.  I probably
would have done the same.  When I heard his voice, and the icy
torment he threw at you, I believed you.  Now I’m lost and
don’t know which way to turn.  If anything I now understand
how you felt when you discovered Zack’s indiscretion, how do you
forgive that?  As far as I know Daniel hasn’t cheated on me,
but in a sense he has because he went after you, someone I know and
love, a betrayal of ulterior motives.  It just sucks all
around.” 

 

She started crying again and I embraced her while rocking back
and forth to comfort her.  I had nothing to say or contribute
towards easing her pain.  I felt so helpless and guilty. 
We sat out there for awhile not saying anything more, letting her
cry it out.  There was more movement inside the house and I
could see Paige and Zack peeking out the window checking on us
every so often.  The last time Zack walked past I motioned for
him to come outside.

 

He tentatively shuffled out to us, head hanging in apprehension
not knowing how to deal with a weepy girl, “Hey Tara, how you
doing?”

 

Giving him a semi-smile through her wet and salty cheeks,
“Thanks Zack, for being there last night, not doing anything
stupid, and just being an all around guy.”

 

“Wish I could say it was ‘no problem’ but I’m just glad I was
there to assist.”  He looked to me then said, “I hate to do
this, but I really need to get going.  I’ve got work in a few
hours and I’m still a wreck from last night and stiff from sleeping
on a couch.  Will you walk me out?”

 

“Yeah, of course.”  I steady myself, Zack held out his hand
for me to grab hold, and pulled me up from the lounge chair with
Tara remaining behind. 

 

“I’ll be right back, ok?”  She nods in response then
returns to staring off across the pool, not really focused on any
one thing.

 

We went back into the house for Zack to gather his wallet and
keys, say thanks and good-bye to my family, and we finally made it
to his car for a moment of peace and semi-privacy.

 

“You ok?”  He asks.

 

“Yeah, I’m fine.  Just worried about Tara and all this
lovely chaos-drama that I seem to have unleashed.”  I move in
closer to his embrace, squeezing tightly, and breathing in his
scent.

 

“That’s good but not what I meant.”  I pull back slightly
to look up at him, “Are you ok from last night before the
Tara/Daniel chaos.  Are you ok with you and me?”

 

He looked so nervous and worried, “Oh Zack, of course I
am.  More than ok, you and I are GREAT!”  I reached up to
his face, stretching onto my tippy-toes to meet his lips giving him
invitation to proceed.

 

It’s incredible to me how quickly ones pulse quickens, heat
followed by heavy breathing and your make-out session can blur
thought or logic, and you become oblivious to where this overt
display of affection is taking place…in front of my house, with my
parents right inside who could come out to witness and/or interrupt
at any time.  That little nugget of information was
reluctantly tugging at the inside of my muddled mind so I had to
break up our contact for fear of being caught.

 

“Ok, so we’re definitely in agreement for keeping this in the
mix and then some?”  I coyly ask.

 

“And then some…”  He kisses me one last time then
reluctantly turns to get in his car but pauses, “Aside from
everything else that happened last night, it really was an amazing
evening, one I won’t ever forget.  I love you.” 

 

I smiled happily and respond with, “Love you too.”

 

The rest of the day was anticlimactic.  I kept expecting to
see Daniel at my front door demanding to see Tara but he never
did.  Tara stayed comatose on the lounge chair out back most
of the day, never letting go of the journal or I noted later, her
cell phone.  She had it on, but wasn’t using it to call or
text out.  Just checking the messages and texts
received.  My Mom went out a few times to check on her and I
saw them hugging with Tara shedding more tears.  By the time
evening began settling in I went out one more time to see if she
would be interested in a sandwich or snack of some sort.

 

“Tara, you really should eat something.”  I don’t know if
she heard me or not but I looked out to where she was aimlessly
staring.  The sun was setting with a fire blaze of red-orange
clouds and the sky a fading pink; it was beautiful, peaceful, and
reverent even

 

“I’m going to give him another chance.”  She said this
barely above a whisper so much so I thought I’d imagined her
speaking or the wind playing tricks within the trees.

 

“What?”

 

“I love him.  It’s that simple,” she averts her gaze from
me and says, “Don’t look at me like that Scarlett.”

 

I had no idea as to how my facial expression appeared but the
shock was apparent.  I had to stop and think before
responding, tread lightly.  Anything I say after this point
could come back to haunt me, bite me in the ass and I didn’t know
if this was a risk I could afford to take.  School is about to
start in a few days time and I couldn’t imagine not having Tara
there by my side.  This was to be my dilemma now, she had
considered all her options, weighed her pros and cons and made a
decision. 

 

Zack popped into my mind with his advice, “…be a good friend
to her because when this ends, and it will, it will end
badly.”  I knew that I had to be her best friend no
matter the consequence of boyfriend choice.

 

“Ok, I guess I kinda figured you’d forgive him.  But where
does that leave us?”

 

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot, actually that has been the
thoughts which most filled my head.  I love you Scarlett, I
won’t give you up.   Please don’t give up on me.”

 

I caved instantly rushing to her side, smothering her with a
hug, “Did you really think I would give up on you?  We’ll work
it out, figure it out, whatever.  Right?”

 

“I was hoping you’d say that.  When I talk to Daniel,
if he wants back in my life then there will be some
stipulations and new rules he’ll have to abide by, you being one of
them.  I’m not going to expect you to want to hang out with us
or him anytime soon.  So he’ll just have to let ‘girl
talk/time’ become part of my repertoire, plus we’ll have school
too.  How do you feel about that?”

 

I was impressed, she’d actually been thinking of me.  Tara
truly is a best friend, regardless of my insecurities or jealousy
of being left behind in place of a boyfriend she is still there for
me and wants me around just as much as I want her there.

 

“Sure, we’ll work it out, school being a much added bonus. 
Yuk!  You’re making me look forward to school, there’s a
first.”

 

We started to laugh and the feeling of despair lifting from us
both.  But on the serious side I asked, “Do you want me to go
with you when you see him?  ‘Cause you know I’ll go if you
asked me too, moral support and all.”

 

“Thanks but I got this.  I’ve had to re-evaluate the past
few months and my actions in them.  I have kind of lost myself
in all the new boyfriend phase of love, sex, friendships, work,
everything.  It’s been a crazy ride but I think I need to slow
it down and get re-focused instead of swept up.”

 

“Welcome back Tara!!!!  Now there’s the girl I’ve been
missing.”

 

“Yeah, yeah I don’t wanna hear it.  Give a girl a break,
it’s not every day she gets to let loose and have the love of her
life invade every aspect of it.  It’s tough being me…” 
She lets out a giggle as I roll my eyes at the same time.

 

Tara finally came in the house, showered, ate something, got
some more advice from my mom and was then on her way.  I can’t
say that I wasn’t worried, but she assured me and my folks that all
will be well and she’d call me later to let me know she was. 
Once she left a wave of exhaustion over-came me, from a sleepless
night on the couch to the emotional torment my friend went through,
I could hardly keep my eyes open.  My bed was calling me and I
wasn’t going to argue the fact.  I sent out a quick text to
Zack that I was going to sleep but to call me when he was off work;
we had some mixing to do…  My head hit the pillow and I was
gone.
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Chapter 24
Schedules & Dates


School, Zack, Tara, work (I’d managed to stay on at the YMCA for
the after-school program part-time), yearbook, and extra-curricular
activities became the norm of my life.  We’re already a month
into the fall semester and since this was my last year of high
school, I was going to make the most of it.  Zack and I are
still going strong, working around our schedules, studies and work
we’ve somehow managed our time wisely and see more of each other
than I’d originally expected.  He’s attending San Diego State
University, major yet to be declared but a study load that is quite
impressive regardless.  He kept on at the Yacht Club, the tips
are great and thought by leaving his dad’s tire shop, the watchful
eye over his shoulder for his studies or how he was spending his
free time with me became less intrusive along with relentless
expectations and reminders for who’s paying for his “fancy college
education”.

 

Tara and I seem to be managing our time together as well. 
School is, of course, the easiest for connecting, catching up and
whatnot.  She did go back to Daniel, who has kept a safe
distance from me, and they are re-connected at the hip after school
lets out or she gets off of work.  He never officially
apologized to me but a message was relayed thru Tara to me that he
was, sorry, I guess.  Daniel seems to be the only source of
contention between us but we’ve also mastered evasive maneuvers
when dealing with this subject matter.  Tara, I know, feels
like she can’t completely confide in me regarding happy moments or
issues at hand for fear of my unbiased opinions.  I try,
really I do, but I honestly can’t stand the dirt-bag and wish he
would fall off a cliff of some sort.

 

Like today for instance, Tara has her doctor’s appointment I
arranged for her over a month ago.  I told her I would go with
her, to hold her nervous hand and be moral support.  Daniel
found out about the arrangement and threw a fit saying that it was
his responsibility and he would be going with her to that
appointment.  First of all, Yuk!  I would not want my
boyfriend there for the most uncomfortable of uncomfortable doctor
visits.  Secondly, I’m the one who suggested it and set it
up.  Oh well, I told Tara to call me if she had any questions
or concerns but was not about to accompany her with Daniel
there.

 

So when my phone rang later that Friday afternoon I didn’t give
much thought to it when answering Tara’s call.  I figured
she’d be calling to let me know how everything went…

 

“Hey, how’d it go?”  All I can hear on the other end is
sobbing and cars rushing by as back ground noise.

 

“Tara!  What’s wrong?  What’s going on?”  I could
feel the panic setting in.

 

“Can you come pick me up?”  She barely got the question out
in between deep breaths, hiccups, and gasping for air.

 

“Where are you?  Where’s Daniel?”

 

“Scarlett, just come get me.  I’m in front on the doctor’s
office.  Please…”

 

“Ok, Ok, I’m on my way.”

 

I raced downstairs not even acknowledging my wide eyed and
curious sister.  “Where’s the fire?”  My mom called out
to me as the door was closing behind me.  There was no time
for explanations and I needed to get to my friend.

 

Tara is standing by the back end of the building; hiding in
shadow I almost didn’t see her had she not darted out into the
parking lot once I pulled in.

 

Yanking the door open, her face splotchy and red she said, “Just
drive.”

 

Rush hour traffic was starting up and I didn’t think Tara was in
the mood to sit in it, so I headed west in the opposite direction
of all the after-work home seekers.

 

Once she realized where I was heading she piped up again through
her tears, “Anywhere but the beach.  Is Zack working?  Go
to the Yacht Club, just not the beach.”

 

“Ok, no beach.  He’s working, should I give him a call or
text letting him know we’ll be in the area?”

 

“I don’t care, do whatever.” 

 

I continued to drive in confused silence but knew better than to
inquire at that moment in time.  She called me for a reason
and would talk when good and ready.  I was baffled as to why
she would want to go where Zack was working.  Who was in need
of a listening ear or support?  Tara was starting to freak me
out.

 

The parking at Sea Port Village was empty so I was able to get a
spot right next to Zack’s car.  Convenient, I hoped, but Tara
made no move to get out of the car.  My mind is spinning as to
every scenario that she could possibly become distraught about when
suddenly I’m reminded of the dream I’d had weeks ago.  It
wasn’t me in the dream it was Tara.

 

“You’re pregnant aren’t you?”

 

She barely nodded in agreement and continued to sob
uncontrollably.

 

“How far along are you?”  There were of course a million
other questions I wanted to ask, like first and foremost, ‘Where
the hell is Daniel?’, but I figured she’d get to that information
soon enough.

 

“Six weeks.”

 

Six weeks, six weeks, why was this time frame so familiar? 
I’m racking my brain going back six weeks ago.

 

“That’s when you went back to him.  After the blowout at
the beach, right.”

 

Through her tears she managed a short sarcastic laugh, “Make up
sex, remember?”

 

“Holy shit.”  I was dumb-founded.  What else could I
say?  I know, there was plenty to say, but ‘I told you so’
didn’t seem fitting at the moment.

 

“Where’s Daniel?  Wasn’t he at the doctor’s appointment
with you?”

 

“I sent him away.  I couldn’t deal with him Scarlett. 
You won’t believe how he acted when the doctor told me I was
preg….”  She couldn’t even say the word.

 

“Was he very angry?  Or shocked maybe?”

 

“No, that’s just it.  He was…he…he was happy. 
Ecstatic even.  I could not deal with that.  How could he
be happy?”  Her anger was starting to take shape, over-riding
the shock of it all.

 

“Happy?  Really?”  In a twisted way I could see
Daniel’s joy.  Check-mate, he’d won.

 

Tara opened the car door and bolted.  Running like someone
was chasing her.  I tried to pursue, shouting, “Tara,
wait!”  I’ve no idea as to how she slipped out of sight from
me but she did.  Great, now what?  Instead of running
aimlessly I start to wander in search of my friend.  She
needed time to clear her head, I knew that but it didn’t change the
fact that I was worried.  I don’t know what I would do if in
her shoes either.

 

Thirty minutes or so later I eventually find her, sitting on a
lone bench facing the water, staring off into the horizon, lost,
vulnerable, and scared.  Her cheeks stained red with black
mascara leaving tear-tracks behind.  I take a seat next to her
and quietly reach for her hand.  She needed reassurance but
not an over-whelming sense of intrusion.  With that gesture
alone, she grabbed hold and rested her head onto my shoulder,
breathing a sigh of resignation.

 

“What am I going to do?  I can’t have a baby.  How
could I have let this happen?  And to me?”

 

“All I can say is that I’m here for you no matter the
situation.  We’re there for each other thru thick and thin,
right.  This just happens to be one of those really, really,
really thick times.”

 

She coughs out a laugh, “Yeah, thick is right.”

 

We sat on the bench silent in our thoughts but clinging to the
other trying to get our heads wrapped around the chaos. 
Eventually we’d have to move, speak, plan, something, but for now
tears filled the silent conversation instead.  I found myself
crying right along with my friend, how could I not.  She’s in
pain and uncertainty of her future had to scare the shit out her,
more so than graduating high school or deciding what you’re going
to do with your life.  Now her life is being planned without
her consent; forever altering it no matter the decision.

 

My phone began ringing and I reluctantly pulled it out to see
who was interrupting.  It was my mom so I answered it.

 

“Hey Mom.”

 

“Hey, what’s going on?  Where are you?  Is Tara with
you?  Daniel is here looking for her saying she’s not
answering her phone.”

 

I roll my eyes, take a deep cleansing breath and begin to answer
her onslaught of questions without divulging too much
information.  “Don’t worry Mom, we’re fine.  Tara is with
me and we’re at the beach.  Please do not tell Daniel
that.”  Tara sat up straight at the mention of his name. 
Shaking her head indicating that she did not want to talk or see
him anytime soon.

 

“Ok…is everything alright then?”

 

“Um, no…but I can’t get into it with you right now, ok. 
We’ll be home later just please make sure that Daniel isn’t there
when we do return.”

 

“Scarlett, is Tara ok?”  Her concern radiating through the
phone.

 

“Mom, please…I promise we’ll be home later.  I can’t talk
about it right now.  Just trust me and I’ll fill you in once
home.”

 

“Fine then.  We’ll see you both later.”  Her
insinuation was not missed.

 

“Later, I promise.  Good-bye Mom, love you.”

 

“Bye.  Love you too.” 

 

After hanging up I look to Tara, “You know that we eventually
have to go home.  Can’t hide forever.”

 

“I know.  Just a bit longer, give Daniel time to leave your
house and start heading to the beach.  He’ll go to the
Boardwalk first, so that should buy us some time.  Crap, how
am I going to get my car back from him?”

 

“Let’s not worry about that right now.  We’ll figure it
out.”

 

“Yeah, figure it out.  Got lots of that to do now,
huh.”

 

“You can’t expect to resolve everything in a day’s time. 
This unfortunately takes more than a day.”

 

We returned to our quiet contemplation waiting for some form of
divine intervention when my phone rang again.  I knew that it
would be Daniel, so I immediately hit ignore call on my phone and
tried to return to our meditation.  He didn’t call back,
surprisingly, but ten minutes later my phone rang again.

 

“Uhg!  What!”  I’d answered.

 

“Scarlett…where are you?  Why is your car parked next to
mine?”  It was Zack, uh-duh!  I’d forgotten about
him.

 

“Zack, I’m sorry.  I’d meant to text you that we were here
but things got out of control and I forgot.  Are you off work
already?”

 

“What do you mean ‘we’ and what out of control?  Are you
alright?”

 

“Tara and me are here sitting on a bench facing the city horizon
contemplating the intricacies of life.”

 

“Ha-ha, not funny Scarlett.  Tell me exactly where you are
and I’ll be there.”

 

I gave him our location, which he found rather quickly, gave us
both a sweeping gaze then, sat on the other side of Tara; placing
his arm around her shoulders bringing her into a tight
embrace.  He looked at me over her sobbing head with questions
written in his eyes.  He mouthed the word ‘Daniel’ to me and I
nodded in answer.

 

Rocking back and forth comforting my friend he whispered to her,
“Sshhhh.  It’s going to be alright Tara.  Tell me what
happened.  Do I need to do some ass kicking or ass kissing
here?”

 

That got her laughing some through her tears.  She
straightened up but not leaving the safety of Zack’s embrace,
wiping the tears from her face, she looked him straight in the eyes
and said, “I’m pregnant.”

 

“Holy Shit!”

 

“That’s what I said!”  I chime in.

 

“Wow, wasn’t expecting that one.  Are you ok?  Well I
mean, I know you’re not ok, but are you going to be ok?  Shit,
that’s not what I meant.  I mean…Wow!  I don’t know what
to say.”

 

“Yep, said that too.”

 

“Shut up you two.”  Tara is amused at Zack’s uncomforted
attempts and my two cent input.  “Thanks Zack.  I just
needed to feel safe in some ones arms, meaning not Daniel, to clear
my head for a second.”

 

“Thanks.  My arms aren’t safe enough for you?”  I was
irked by her sentiment.

 

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.  You’re my rock;
I just needed re-assurance that I was safe.”  Tara proceeded
to stand up and stretch her muscles then began pacing back and
forth in front of us.  Zack reached over and pulled me closer,
placing a kiss on top of my head.

 

I didn’t miss the look he gave me, the fear of this happening
between the two of us.  “Don’t worry,” I whispered, “I’m on
the pill, remember.”  He breathed a sigh of relief to this
forgotten fact.

 

I thought my whisper went unnoticed by Tara but her ears were
attuned to us more than I’d realized.  “How ironic,
right.  The whole purpose of my going to the doctor’s today
was for that.  Going on the pill.  So stupid.  I
knew better.  How could I let him talk me into it? 
‘C’mon baby, we’ll be fine.  We love each other and I’ll
pull out before anything really comes out.’  How gullible
could I be?”

 

Tara is rambling and ranting, looking at the two of us not
wanting answers to her questions, just venting at her lack of
common sense.

 

I didn’t want Tara to start crying again and have to wait out
her next tangent.  It was starting to get chilly by the water
and I know my mom would be pacing almost as much as Tara had
been.

 

“Tara, we really should start back home.  Mom is probably
worried not having full knowledge of the present situation…Did you
want to tell mom about this?  Am I assuming too much
here?”

 

“Oh my God.  I’m going to have to tell them, aren’t
I?  Shit, didn’t take that into account.  I’m not telling
my Dad anytime soon.  He’ll flip and kick me out in the same
spin.  My mom-yeah right.  Your mom…she’s going to be so
disappointed in me.”  She was leaning towards tears so I
distracted her with what I thought would be hope, possible
false-hope, but hope at any rate.

 

“Tara, give mom some credit here.  She’s not going to flip
on you like your dad.  Mom can help and you know it.”

 

“You’re right.  Mom will know what to do.”

 

I didn’t know if that was the correct assumption but if it got
her moving towards the car, I was all for it.  “Zack, are you
off of work?  Never really established that.”

 

He smiled at me, “Uh, no.  I was on break when I saw your
car in the parking lot.  I need to get back, I’m late
now.”

 

“Oh Crap!  Get back to work then.  When do you get
off?”

 

“I’m off at ten.  I’ll come over right after.”  He
looked to Tara, “Is it ok if I do?  Or do you want Scarlett
all to yourself to hash everything out?”

 

“No, it’s fine.  Come over when you’re through with
work.  I may need a male perspective later on.”

 

Zack stood up indicating that we should head back.  The car
ride home was just as silent.  This was foreign territory
here, for us both.  Never once in all of our conversations,
day-dreams, or future planning did a pregnancy ever enter any of
those scenarios.  I was scared.  Scared about everything
from what is Tara going to do, to how Daniel will play a part in
this, leading into I will never have sex again.

 

Tara managed to relay a text to Daniel basically threatening him
within an inch of his pathetic life instructing no contact the rest
of the night and she would talk to him tomorrow.  I doubted he
would follow through on her request and was anticipating his
presence later this evening.  Nice start to the weekend. 
NOT!
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Chapter 25
The Morning After (Options?)


Boxes of Kleenex later, discussions regarding options and phone
calls diverted I think we managed maybe three hours sleep before
the doorbell rang at 7 a.m. waking us up to the reality that
yesterday was not a horrible dream and the nightmare seemed to
continue.  It was to be expected that Daniel was the one to
wake the house.

 

My dad answered the door and told Daniel he could wait outside
for Tara, allowing her to make herself presentable and prepared to
see him.  But he would not tolerate any badgering or pressure
on Daniel’s part.  He was to be patient, considerate and to
listen to what Tara had to say.  He may think he has a say in
Tara or her decisions, or her future, but he does not and if he has
any problems with that fact he could take it up with him, my
dad.

 

Honestly, no decisions had been made.  Only options, all of
which hold more cons than pros in my opinion, but I’m not the one
making the final choice, Tara is.  My folks were more than
generous in their support, guidance and re-assurance for Tara’s
predicament.  The only brutal point my dad did voice was about
Daniel. 

 

He said, “Honey, I know that he plays a part in this but…” 
I was surprised at my dad’s forth-right opinions and truthful
advice.  It hurt to hear - out loud, yet it needed to be said,
to be heard by Tara from someone other than me or Zack or my mom
even.  Tara respected my dad more than any adult male figure
she knew.

 

“…I don’t see him sticking around when the tough decisions have
to be made.  He will not stick around if you choose to keep
the baby and you will be left alone, single, and struggling to
survive along with the responsibility of another human life. 
Do not put your love for this boy in front of the facts that this
is a lifetime commitment, no days off and no running away.  I
don’t want to say there is a right or wrong answer but this isn’t
just about you anymore.”  He laid it out there.  I knew
my dad’s view on a woman’s choice; dad is a pro-lifer and there’s
no way of changing his mind or accepting the senseless loss of
life, in his opinion.

 

Tara met Daniel outside.  I accompanied her to the door,
glaring at him the whole time, letting him know that we all were
right inside if she needed us at a moment’s notice.  They
stayed out front for at least an hour.  My family and I all
took turns peeking out the front window making sure she was still
there and safe.

 

She came back in, walked to the kitchen where we had been
congregated most of previous night and now this morning. 
Coffee had been served; a second pot was brewing and sputtering
awaiting the next wave of consumption.  Tara walked over to
the pot grabbing a mug from the cupboard above, pored a cup and
brought the mug to her lips when she hesitated, looking at us all
watching her.

 

“Can I even drink coffee now?  What’re the prego rules for
that?”

 

My mom chirped in, “Honey, its fine.  Go ahead and drink
it.  Just don’t drink pots of coffee in one sitting.”

 

We were waiting for her to settle in at the kitchen counter
before the inquiries began.  Good ‘ole Paige, always the
patient one said, “Well?  What did he say?”

 

I reached over and slapped her in the arm, “Shut up Paige. 
Leave her alone.  She doesn’t have to tell us anything…unless
she wants too.”  I smiled at Tara but was dying of curiosity
in the same breath.

 

Tara sighed, “He’s still happy as a clam, can’t wait to be a
father, and asked me to marry him.”

 

“OMG!  What did you say?”

 

“I told him, No.  That no decisions had been made and I
didn’t know what I was doing, planning, or even wanted at this
point in time.”  She took another sip of coffee then rolled
her eyes at another fleeting thought, “He of course got mad, threw
a fit and stormed off.”

 

“Nice.  Very mature.”

 

“He’ll be back once he’s cooled off.  I got my keys back
from him too so he won’t get very far.”

 

“Even better.”  My sarcasm wasn’t missed on either
side.  My mom gave me a look of ‘be nice’ and Tara was
‘whatever - get used to it’.

 

“You wouldn’t seriously marry him would you?”

 

“Uh, no.  I’m 17, pregnant, haven’t graduated from high
school yet, no career to speak of and a future that is now more
uncertain than ever before.  Sure, why not ‘eff it up even
more by getting married.  I’m pregnant, not clueless.”

 

“Boy, remind me not to get on your bad side.  Hormones
much?”

 

She laughed at that, “Yeah, I guess you could say that. 
But really?  What is he thinking?  Getting married is
going to solve everything?  Doesn’t change the fact that I’m
still pregnant and have no idea as to what to do about it. 
Last I checked, he wasn’t working, I’m part-time at the Frosty
Freeze, no real source of income to pay for a baby let alone
support one.”

 

Tara was irritated; more than irritated she was pissed. 
“What an idiot.  He thinks that I belong to him now more than
ever.  This is his fault!  How could I have been so
stupid and gullible?  He loves me…loves me!  Love doesn’t
pay the bills.  Love can’t survive this.  Love is blind
and eventually fades.  No way am I going to end up like my
folks.  Regretting their lives, their children, the choices
made.  I will not end up like them!”

 

I guess the shock of it all has worn off and we’ve moved onto
anger.  Tara was on a roll and her rant was not
unprecedented.  Accept for the ‘this is his fault’ part. 
Daniel is not blameless, it takes two to make a baby, last time I
checked.  Yet I wasn’t about to point that fact out to Tara at
the moment.

 

“So then what are you saying?”

 

“I have no idea what I’m saying but I am sure about that. 
I will not get married.  No way!”

 

Daniel returned shortly after Tara’s rant as predicted.  He
seemed calm enough but I could see the wheels turning in his mind
while looking at Tara.  He had this smug satisfaction about
him.  He believed that Tara now truly belonged to him, she was
carrying his child, there’s no changing the simple
fact.  He had ceremoniously tattooed her, in his eyes she was
now his.  It was disturbing, like he wasn’t even taking into
account the ramifications of having a baby while they both were so
young, ambiguous, unprepared mentally or monetarily.

 

Tara eventually told her dad she was pregnant, quite a few weeks
later.  You couldn’t really blame her; I’d have waited as long
as possible to tell him also.  She wanted to at least try and
make it through the holidays before ruining his picture perfect
family any more than necessary but that didn’t happen.  Daniel
made sure of that by “accidentally” telling his mom who proceeded
to tell Tara’s mom who then turned around and called her dad.
 He didn’t even give her a chance to explain or the benefit of
the doubt.  He just blamed her for her stupidity and repeating
history.  She’d learned nothing from him and his
mistakes.  It’s not like he really took the time to teach that
lesson though.  He’d written Tara off long before she got into
this mess and reacted the way she predicted.

 

Speaking of predictions, my dad was pretty accurate in
his.  Daniel didn’t stick around for the difficult
choices.  If it wasn’t his decision, then he wouldn’t listen
or agree to any of Tara’s.  He wanted her and he wanted them
to be married.  That was it, no negotiations.  Tara was
adamant about not wanting to get married.  That was a part of
history she was not destined to repeat. 

 

She couldn’t go through with an abortion either.  Not that
I blame her, but then in the same sense I don’t understand why she
didn’t.  She would be forever attached to Daniel whether he
was around or not.

 

Adoption was discussed too.  But there’s the other
hiccup.  Daniel would not agree to it or sign any papers
relinquishing his parental rights so the baby could be put up for
another family to adopt. A nuclear family with a mother and a
father living in the same house, people who are dying for a child
and can’t have one.  The selfish prick couldn’t even see that
as a gift.  No one was going to raise his baby other than Tara
or himself.

 

Which brings us to the final option – Tara keeping the
baby.  She was dead on; he had trapped her regardless of them
staying together.  He had her there.  She couldn’t fathom
giving the baby to Daniel and his mother to raise.  That’s not
fair to an innocent child.  It didn’t ask to be born, so why
punish it with shitty parenting on Daniel’s side.  So now Tara
is going to have the baby and raise it by herself, sort of.

 

I don’t want to say this pregnancy-scare scared Tara straight
but it did snap her back into reality.  It brought back the
smart and pragmatic girl which practically abolished the
puppy-love, goofy girl from this summer.  She didn’t
completely write Daniel off.  Yes, she does love him. 
Yes, he is the baby-daddy.  Yes, he is still around but her
foot was put down and rules put in place.  He had to get a
job, real job.  He had to respect my house and family and the
fact that she was living with us. 

 

This was one more thing for him to be ticked about.  Daniel
knew that Tara’s dad would kick her out.  I think it was part
of his ‘evil’ plan also.  He had assumed she would come
running to him lost and dejected with no place to go which in turn
would enable him to have Tara move in with him as he originally
wanted before she got pregnant.  Tara immediately squashed
that idea by moving in with me but gave him something to work
towards, a compromise if you will.

 

“Daniel, if you keep throwing a temper tantrum every time
something doesn’t go your way I can hang-up right now.  I’m
getting sick of it and don’t have time to deal with your petty
insecurities and bullshit.”  It was great, I got to be in the
room for this phone conversation and it was difficult to stifle my
own comments or laughter for that matter.

 

I could only hear his muffled defense followed by obscenities
and then an apology.

 

“You told me that we’re in this together, right?  Well here
is the compromise and working together part.  I will move in
with you…”

 

“Tara baby…I promise…forever…”  Those were the words and
gist of his side I could pick up.

 

“Wait, there’s more.  I’m not moving in with you until the
baby is born.  In that time before he/she comes you need to
get a full-time job, save up some money and we get an apartment of
our own.  I will not live with your mom and deal with the
swinging door of strangers that still darkens her doorstep.”

 

I could hear his offense from Tara’s truthful facts but he was
willing to work at it.

 

“No, you don’t get it.  If you don’t have a place before
the baby comes, I’ve already spoken with my mom.”  He tried to
interrupt but she cut him off, “Yeah I know.  But she is the
lesser and last resort.  She said that the baby and I could
move in with her and she would help out as much as she’s capable
of.  It’s the best offer so far.”

 

More rambling and shouting ensured on Daniel’s end but Tara just
rolled her eyes in regards to his repetitive pleas and yawned
loudly to make her point at boredom.

 

“Nope, still not saying ‘I do’.  We don’t even know if we
can live together amicably or raise a baby.  One thing at a
time and considering we jumped a few steps ahead lets go slowly
with the first ones.”

 

Their conversation continued on longer but I was getting
irritated with Daniel’s rational and Tara’s consent to living with
him.  I wish I could have said to her, “Stay here.  We
can do it.  Mom and dad will support you and pitch in with the
baby.”  But that’s not a logical thought or a responsibility
my parents can commit to.  Baby equals long-term and my folks
have already graciously offered short-term commitments. 
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Chapter 26
Considerations


Even though I hated Tara’s predicament along with my own
reservations of our sharing a room, things started to take shape
and routine’s established.  Tara was not a bad
room-mate.  I knew this but I couldn’t help being worried
either.  She’s pregnant, hormonal, stressed, beginning to form
a new life plan alongside the knuckle-head she has chosen to
continue on with.  No matter how hard I try, it is still very
difficult for me to even be civil to Daniel and vice versa. 
We tolerate each other’s presence but try to avoid contact as much
as possible.

 

Tara established early on, she wants us both there for the
doctor’s appointments, wants us both there for the delivery, and
wants us both to get along for the sake of the baby and her
sanity.  We try, but it doesn’t always work as smoothly as
we’d like.

 

Tonight is a special night.  I have an official date with
Zack and he is taking me to the Winter Formal Dance. 
Originally Tara and I were going to go together, but this was
before boyfriends and baby-bumps deflected those plans.  So
it’s just Zack and I.  Paige is going too but has already
formed a tight circle of friends and will be attending with
them.  She wanted to keep her options open and not go with
just one boy, why not a group-date instead.  Freshmen.

 

I was up in our room getting ready with Tara’s
assistance and Paige’s fashion critiques.  “This is so
weird.  I can’t believe you’re still not going.  You’re
barely even showing yet.  Why can’t you come?”  My
whining was starting to get on my nerves too.

 

“Oh stop.  I don’t want to go.  There is enough gossip
and drama following me around I don’t feel the need to add to
it.  Besides, do you really want to go with me and
Daniel?  You know he would be my date.”  Tara is giving
me her best stink-eye gaze waiting for my own face to react to the
thought of Daniel accompanying us.

 

“Uhg!  Fine, I get it.  Doesn’t mean I like it.”

 

“Besides, aren’t you excited to spend some one-on-one time with
Zack?  Alone time?”  She winked at me on the last
part.

 

Alone time.  Poor Zack.  He sort of got pushed to the
side the last few weeks with all of the new arrangements,
appointments, school, work and whatever else has occupied my
time.  But he’s been great and supportive in between. 
School for him has kicked into high gear and if he’s not studying
then he’s at work with an occasional visit squeezed in to see
me.  It’s funny, I’m nervous about this date.  It seems
so formal and significant.  I’ve never attended one of these
functions without Tara, we’re usually without dates.  This
time I’m going solo, so to speak, but with my boyfriend.

 

My mom came upstairs letting me know that Zack was here and
Paige’s group was right behind him.

 

“Oh sweetie, you look beautiful.  I’m going to dig out the
camera so I can have pics to put up on my Facebook.”

 

Tara and I roll our eyes with my mom’s comment because she has
become obsessed with Facebook and plastering her ‘pride and joy’s’
all over it.  There was no use in arguing so we just roll with
it and edit as much as we can before downloads ensue.  Tara
stood up, gave me a big hug wishing me a great evening and
instructed we enjoy ourselves completely.  I knew what she
meant behind her well-wishes, to go be a high schooler.  Enjoy
it because it can be taken away so quickly and easily.

 

As I walked down the stairs, Zack was waiting patiently at the
bottom watching me descend.  His eyes practically popped out
of his head, just the reaction I wanted.  The dance was
formal, so with the help of Paige my ensemble must have paid
off.  I wore a strapless dress in cashmere colored rough silk,
belted at the waist and just above my knee in length.  Not too
poufy or frilly, just a classic silhouette, accenting my figure in
all the right places aiming for the reaction received.  I
couldn’t stop the butterflies fluttering in my stomach because Zack
looked just as dashing and breath taking.  He wore his suit
from graduation, a sports jacket in a tight brown/gold/tan/black
tweed pattern with black slacks and shiny black shoes.  I
think my reaction to his appearance was just as genuine as his of
me.

 

“Well don’t you clean up nice,” I smile at my handsome date and
he leans down to lightly kiss me hello.

 

“You are so beautiful, it hurts.  I can tell I’m going to
have to keep on guard to ward off all the guys coveting my
girlfriend.  I don’t see how you’re going to be able to top
this look for prom.”

 

I flushed at his flattery and said, “Thank you.  Things to
look forward to then?”  I was happy to hear him mention prom
and the fact that he planned on sticking around for another formal
occasion also.

 

Just then, mom came rushing and gushing over the two of us.
Paige was right behind her along with her gaggle of friends
following behind.  Everyone looked so pretty and
handsome.  The air was thick with excitement and
electricity.  The only thing missing was Tara.  She opted
to stay upstairs.  I knew that this was hard for her and I
didn’t want to rub it in her face either by asking her to come and
admire the masses.

 

Once we were able to escape the camera flashes, my mom’s
over-enthusiastic hugs and best wishes the car seemed anti-climatic
and quiet.  My nerves started to kick into high gear again and
I couldn’t understand why.  I didn’t have any unreasonable
expectations of Zack or the dance or even the after party.  It
just felt foreign to be momentarily alone with Zack, no
interruptions, no drama, just he and I.  That’s when the
selfish part of me kicked in.  I was alone with Zack and I
didn’t want to share him with anyone.  I had just spent the
last hour and a half primping and preening for this dance but when
all I really wanted was it to be just for Zack.

 

“Zack.”

 

He glanced over to me for a quick second, a smile on his face,
“Yes?”

 

“Would you be entirely against our not going to the dance?”

 

“What?”

 

“I know it sounds silly but, I don’t want to go anymore.”

 

“What’s wrong?  Are you feeling ill?”  The concern
crossing his face.

 

I deliberated for a few seconds, trying to form my reasoning and
quiet the fluttering wings in my chest.  “No, I’m fine. 
Did I happen to mention how handsome you look tonight?”

 

“Now that you mention it, no you didn’t.”

 

“Well you do and I’m all of sudden feeling selfish and
possessive.  I don’t want to share you with anyone else. 
I don’t want to have to go to the dance and put a smile on my
face.  Deflecting the inquiries about Tara and that all is
well.  Does that make sense?”

 

“Yes and no.  Are you alright?  Not that I’m opposed
to taking you away and not sharing you with anyone either.  It
sounds quite tempting actually.  But part of me was really
looking forward to seeing all those guys and their faces drooling
over the amazing girl I get to have on my arm.  Is that too
chauvinistic?”

 

“Uh, yes but sweet at the same time.”  I smile at the
thought.

 

“Why don’t we make an appearance, that way Paige won’t worry
either.  Then we can sneak out and do whatever you want. 
I did have a surprise for you but wasn’t sure if you’d be up for
it.”

 

“Surprise?  Really?  What is it?”

 

“Well, this may sound weird but I was kind of nervous coming to
get you tonight.”

 

I laughed at that and said, “Me too.”  What a relief.

 

“Ok, good to know that we can still be on the same page even
though we haven’t been spending as much time together as of
late.”  He hesitated again so I reached for his hand gently
squeezing it for encouragement.

 

“I wanted to…well I was wondering if…would you be up for…”

 

“Oh my gosh.  You are so cute when you’re nervous. 
Just spit it out.  I promise to be good and receptive. 
Is that fair?”

 

“Receptive.  That’s a good word.  I think that is why
I’m nervous.  Given the last few weeks and all the Tara
debacle, you and I haven’t really had any time
together…alone.”  He blows out the repressed air he’d been
holding, “I reserved a hotel room downtown and was wondering if you
would be up for spending the evening with me.”

 

“Wow.  Assumptions.  You’re awfully brave,” I couldn’t
help but tease him a little.  It was nice that I was not the
only one nervous and also had raging hormones that were sorely
missing my boyfriend.  “Since you went to all the trouble, I
guess it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.”

 

“Really?  Let’s skip the dance then and head straight
there,” his expression plainly written on his face full of his
intentions.

 

“Tempting.  But I think you’re right about making an
appearance.  Besides how am I going to stay out all night and
not have my parents searching the greater San Diego area for
me?”

 

“Ok, remember how you said ‘assumptions’?  Well I kind made
arrangements with Tara.”  He couldn’t hide his satisfied
smile.

 

“Huh?”

 

“Tara is covering for us.  Your folks won’t be waiting up
for you.  Your curfew is later than Paige’s, she’s in on this
too by the way, and I have a bag for you and clothes to return home
in, in the morning.  The reason being you and Tara went out
for breakfast in the morning.  She’ll meet us at the coffee
shop around 11 to bring you home.”

 

“That sneak! That’s what she meant by saying ‘alone time’ with
Zack.  She was in on it.”

 

“Actually, it was her idea.”

 

“What?”  I’m blown away again.

 

“Tara suggested that we spend some quality time together. 
It’s like her thank you to us both because of everything that you
have done for her.  Like letting her move in, being such a
great friend, tolerating her douche-bag boyfriend.”  He smiled
at the last part, “Ok, she didn’t call him a douche-bag.  I
added that part.”

 

“I can’t believe you guys.  Covert operations all to
surprise me, I’m touched and flattered and mad at you guys. 
You shouldn’t have done that.  It’s too much Zack.”  My
mind was flying to the cost of a hotel room downtown and how many
hours Zack had been putting in at the Club.

 

Zack stopped me before I could protest more, “Stop it.  You
are so worth this.  We both deserve this and I’ve been dying
to do something romantic, special and surprising for you.  I
told you, you’re worth it, you deserve it and I love you.  So
stop thinking, just accept and enjoy it.”

 

“Thank you,” it was all I could think of to say.  “Then
let’s make our appearance and get to the rest of our night
together.”  We were downtown already, the dance was at the
Hilton, and we were stopped at a red light.  I couldn’t help
myself I leaned over bringing my face as close to his reaching up
to bring his lips to mine.  The feelings flowing through my
body were just the same as that first night we slept together; so
sure, electric, piercing, and amazing chemisrty.

 

The sound of a car horn honking behind us snapped us apart and
he proceeded forward down the road.  In a husky voice just
above a whisper, “We only need to be there for what, twenty minutes
right?”

 

I laughed at his eagerness.  “Twenty minutes.  How
hard can it be?”

 

“Oh, I don’t need to tell you how hard it is…”

 

﻿










Chapter 27
Revelations


Waking up the next morning in unfamiliar territory was
disorienting at first, but then the wave of last night’s events
swelled through my head full of happy thoughts and warm
caresses.  Zack was lightly snoring next to me in his tranquil
state I felt safe and at ease.  This was the most relaxed I
had felt in weeks.  Tara and Zack were right, I did deserve
this and it was so worth it.  I can’t say that I wasn’t a tad
leery in regards to pulling one over on my folks though. 
Guilt is a powerful thing and my parents trust me.  I don’t
want to get caught and I definitely don’t want their disapproval
either.  Not the smartest thing to do but I also knew that I
was due a selfish unthinking moment in my life too.

 

As my mind started to whirl to life the stress of going back
home was setting in.  I still wasn’t home-free, yet.  I
needed a shower and since that was part of the façade, I had to
make myself presentable for my mid-morning reveal.  Zack
looked so peaceful I tried to quietly remove myself from his sleepy
embrace and headed for the bathroom.  Looking around the room,
our aftermath and clothing littered the floor.  I smiled at
our disaster and recalled the nervousness experienced again but
then the overwhelming contentment and passion of intimacy.  It
wasn’t all romantic and seriousness the whole night.  I mostly
remember laughing and talking and touching and re-connecting with
one another.   It was an amazing night, one I don’t think
I’ll ever forget.

 

While in mid-lather, my eyes were closed, memories whisking by,
I suddenly felt a quick cold breeze followed by the sound of the
shower door opening and closing.  My first instinct was to
turn away, embarrassed by my nakedness, when I felt his hands
slipping around my waist and being pulled against his chest.

 

“Good morning,” his voice raspy from his morning wake-up.

 

“Hey, morning to you.  Let me rinse my hair so I can
see.”  I proceeded to do so but I could feel his eyes on me
and was suddenly feeling self-conscious so I complain with, “I can
feel you watching me…”

 

There was humor in his voice, “Of course I’m watching you. 
Do you know how beautiful and sexy you are?  Last night was
unbelievable I don’t know how I’m going to recover.”

 

My eyes were open now but I couldn’t bring myself to completely
explore the naked figure before me.  We’ve seen each other
naked but never like this, never in the daylight or should I say
fully lit room without clothing partially on or blankets covering
respectively.  I looked at his handsome face with light
stubble across his cheeks and chin.  Sleep still in his eyes,
hair standing in all directions but his mouth was shaped into a
smirk of satisfaction or appreciation.  I couldn’t tell which
and in those fleeting seconds I didn’t care or want to ever leave
that shower. 

 

Sex isn’t only intercourse, right.  I’m learning this,
there is so much more to it and I had to admit I truly enjoyed it
all.  But my favorite part the most intimate to me was the
touching, the exploration and feel of electricity flowing from the
tips of my fingers against the heat of his skin.  The trails
of tickling lines his hands or mouth left wherever he touched
me.  I had no idea how – erotic it could be.  No one ever
mentioned that part to me.  Not my girlfriends when comparing
notes, not my mother in her explanation of sex-talk or Tara with
her experiences with Daniel.

 

Needless to say, the quick shower I had intended turned into a
longer activity than planned.  No complaints there, but it did
cut into our actually sitting down to have breakfast.  My hair
was still damp when we met up with Tara at the coffee shop.

 

“Running a bit late were we?”  Tara was seated in an
over-stuffed arm chair in the corner, magazine across her lap and
what looked like herbal tea in her hand.

 

“We’re not too late are we?”  I looked to see if she was
upset or put out by our late arrival.

 

“Give me a break Scarlett.  Stop worrying.  Your
parents were just beginning to stir when I left this morning. 
I left them a note that I’d kidnapped you for breakfast wanting all
the juicy details from the dance last night.  You’re
safe.  No harm, no foul.”

 

I let out a sigh of relief and leaned into Zack happy and
relieved with our successful night.  It was so worth it.

 

“So…how was it?  I can see by those shitty grins on both
your faces that a good time was had by all,” Tara wasn’t waiting
for us to even sit down.

 

“That’s my queue to go,” Zack said.

 

“But we haven’t had breakfast yet.   At least stay for
a cup of coffee.”  I was not ready for him to leave.  I
didn’t want our date to end.

 

“I’m sorry, but I do have to get going.  I’ve got work in a
couple hours.  I had to switch to get last night off,
remember?”

 

“Oh.”  I couldn’t hide my disappointment.

 

“Don’t worry.  I’m off at seven.  So if you want I can
come over later tonight.”

 

“Yes please!”  My enthusiasm made both Tara and Zack
laugh.

 

“Remind me to do this more often for you.  Your eagerness
is becoming and enticing.”  He leaned down to give me a kiss
good-bye.  “Thanks again Tara.  I couldn’t have done this
without your help.”

 

“No problem.  Thanks to you too, for everything.”  Her
gaze held more meaning and sincerity than a simple ‘thanks’ could
cover.

 

Tara let me get a cup of coffee before bombarding me with
questions and details.  I was lucky to get a sip in before the
next inquiry or demand was made.  Geez, dealing with pregnant
people is hard work.

 

“Why are you so interested in details?  I mean, I don’t
mind but it’s not usually your style.”

 

“I know weird, huh.  It’s just that, well…”  She
trailed off her eyes hiding a flash of embarrassment.

 

“Well…what?”

 

“Don’t be mad, ok?’

 

“Ok.”

 

“Well it’s just that I think the best word to describe it is –
jealousy.”

 

“Jealousy?”

 

“I know.  Weird.  It has to be the hormones.  But
you and Zack just seem so perfect together right now and no
unnecessary drama.  You just get to be a couple in love and
enjoy each other’s company, no life discussions, just being. 
Does that make sense?”

 

“Uh, I guess.  But why jealousy?  I know I’m not the
most supportive of Daniel, but aren’t you two still in love?”

 

“Yeah, sure I love him.  But it’s getting redundant and
irritating and frustrating.  All he talks about is the baby
and our life together once we get an apartment.  He doesn’t
see it, but I do.”

 

“See what?”

 

“That he will not be the one to stick around and take care of
this fiasco of a life I’ve managed to allow.”  She sighs
heavily, looking at her stomach, hand resting on top of it. 
“He’s going to leave me Scarlett.  I know it.  And then
what am I going to do?  I don’t get to just pick up and
leave.  I won’t be able to hang out with my friends, jump up
and go to work, or school, or a dance even without having to worry
or figure out who is going to watch my baby while I want or need to
do those things.  He refuses to see that.”

 

“I’m sorry Tara.  I had no idea.  I thought things
were starting to work out and take shape for you guys.  I
thought that that is what you were working towards.”

 

“Scarlett,” tears had escaped her eyes, the stress showing
through; “I’m scared.  But more than that I’m scared that I
won’t know what to do once the baby comes.  I don’t even,”
another broken sob spills out.  “I don’t even want this
baby.  I’m trapped and have no idea as to what to do.”

 

I went to my friend’s side trying to squeeze in next to her,
placing my arm around her shoulder scrambling to think of some
reassuring words to comfort her with.

 

In between a sniffle and more tears she says, “Don’t you
see?  That is why I’m jealous of you and Zack.  You have
no idea what is going to happen in your futures, but that’s the
point.  You don’t have to and I do.”

 

I had nothing to add.  Tara was right and it sucked. 
Plain and simple, it sucked.  I have no idea as to what I
would do in her position and I had no idea as to what to do in my
position.  I felt helpless and clueless to what she was truly
feeling and experiencing. 

 

“I’ve gone thru almost every scenario I can think of and do you
know what the end result is?”

 

I just shook my head not wanting to answer but I think deep down
I did know. 

 

Tara finished her thought before I could though, “Alone. 
No matter what choice I make.  If I keep the baby, I will have
a baby and no father or boyfriend helping me out.  Your dad is
right.  Daniel won’t be able to handle or stick around for the
heavy choices or responsibilities.  If I have an abortion,
I’ll end up alone because Daniel wouldn’t be able to deal with my
choice and I don’t think I could trust him to be around me. 
In the end he’d leave.  I’m just bidding my time right now,
because I am going to be alone in the shitty life no matter what
decision I make.

 

“And that’s just it.  I’m too scared to do this alone, too
scared to leave him, too scared to stay, too scared to do
anything.  That’s the ironic part, no matter which way you
look at it I’m screwed and alone.”

 

“That’s not true and you know it.  I’m here.  My
family is here.  Even your mom is trying to be there. 
You are not alone in this. You can’t believe that.”  My pleas
seemed futile.

 

“I’m stupid Scarlett,” she indicated her barely their baby-bump,
“but I’m not dumb.  How long do you think I can selfishly rely
on you and your family?  I am not your responsibility. 
The novelty will wear off and the resentments will take their
place.  If there is one lesson I did learn from my Dad it’s
that.  Resentment will always get you in the end.  It may
not be immediate; it’s more of a gradual disease that grows
slowly.  Before you know it you’re consumed by it and see no
way out so you lash out at the people you love, the people who
helped you until there is nothing left but the resentment, love
lost and you are ultimately left alone.  I don’t need a
crystal ball for that one.”

 

I couldn’t and wouldn’t believe her logic.  I shook my head
in petulant defiance.  “I’m not going anywhere.  You know
that.”

 

“I do know that.  That is why I won’t let you stay. 
You’re not the one who got pregnant.  I did, so why would I
let you throw your life away for mistakes I’ve made?  You have
a future and it does not include the responsibility of another or
two other human lives.  I can’t allow that.”

 

“Jesus Tara!  It sounds like you’re writing my off before I
even get a chance to prove myself to you.  How is that
fair?”

 

“You don’t have to prove yourself to me or anyone for that
matter.  Just yourself.  I love you and would never ask
that of you.  Your future is priceless and I won’t let you
squander it away on me.  I told you I’m not dumb, no crystal
balls, but I do know logic and I think I know you pretty well
also.  My self-less friend would sacrifice her unknown future
for me,” she grabs my hand and squeezes it.  “But her selfish
friend has learned from you and will not allow such selfishness to
come between them.”

 

“I’m starting to get confused.  You’re the selfish
one?  How do you figure?  You’re the most giving, loving,
accommodating person in the world.  Where does the selfish
part come in?”

 

“I’ve been given an unfortunate new lease on life.  One
that has given me the chance to appraise myself, my friends, family
and everything I’ve done leading up to this point.  You and
your family are my greatest gift.  I will not take that for
granted because I want and need you guys around.  I may end up
alone but it will be much more tolerable knowing that I did the
right thing and you will be there to support and assist when
needed.  Not resentful and feeling taken for granted.”

 

“I’m still confused.”  I had no idea what she was talking
about.  I didn’t get it.

 

“Don’t worry about it.  I’ll work it out and you’ll be none
the wiser for it.”

 

“Ok, none the wiser.  Nice.  But will we still be
friends?  Will we still be in each other’s lives?”

 

“I sure hope so but there are never any guarantees.”  With
that she laid her head on my shoulder and continued to cry. 
I’ve never been more confused or helpless in all my life.

 

 

﻿










Chapter 28
New Year's


“Scarlett!  You’d better hurry up…Zack is here
waiting.”  Paige was shouting up the stairwell at
me. 

 

Tara and I were busy rushing around preparing for our evenings
out.  I was a little bummed that we weren’t spending New
Year’s Eve together but did I really want to ring in a new year
with Daniel…that’d be a no.  So we each had our separate
evenings planned with our significant other’s but we arranged for
brunch New Year’s Day, just us girls.

 

“So what are you guys doing tonight?  I’m assuming heavy
drinking and partying on your part.”

 

Tara just rolled her eyes and snorted at my sarcasm, “Yeah,
that’s it exactly.  No we’re going over to his mom’s place
just to hang out mostly.  I think a couple of his friends will
be stopping by, Daniel said they had some business to discuss.”

 

“Right, business.  It’s New Year’s Eve for crying out
loud.  What can you discuss then?  Whatever.” 
Daniel still hadn’t managed a steady job yet somehow always had
cash in his pocket.  I’d brought this to Tara’s attention but
she would shrug it off and quickly change the subject.

 

“Well, what are you and Zack doing?  Drinking heavily and
partying like rock stars?”

 

“Yep, that’s us. Rock Stars,” it’s my turn to roll my eyes
now.  “No, we’re going to a party at some college buddy’s frat
house or something.  I thought it was only fair.  Zack
has been hanging out with me and my high school crowd, so it’s his
turn to expose me to the inner workings of college party life,
should be very educational.”

 

She laughed at the thought, “Well be safe. Who’s drinking and
who’s driving?”

 

“I’ll probably be DD.  It’s his party so why should he have
to be the responsible one.  You know I’m not a big drinker
anyway.”

 

“True, true.  But in case you do, I’ve got my phone on me
and will come pick you guys up if necessary.  You know I’ll be
sober.”

 

“Thanks…Mom.”

 

“I almost am,” she smiled slightly but not whole-heartedly.

 

There was still the under-lying strain of Tara’s confession from
that morning in the coffee shop.  No resolutions had been made
on that fore-front.

 

“Well…Zack is waiting.  Do you need us to drop you off or
is Daniel coming to pick you up?”  Tara had lost the mustang
when she moved in with me.  Her dad snatched the keys to the
car and his house in one swift movement while pushing her out the
door.  Jack-ass.  Surprisingly, her mom stepped up and
offered her a car to use instead.  It was a P.O.S. 1987
Plymouth Colt that had definitely seen better days, but wheels were
wheels.  It got her to school, work, and doctor’s
appointments.  The other bonus was that Daniel hated the car
and would rarely be seen riding or driving the thing.

 

“No Daniel is coming to get me.  He’s been using his mom’s
car or one of his friend’s cars for transportation.  God
forbid her ride in my “new” car.  Come to think of it, I think
he may have sold his motorcycle but hasn’t told me yet. 
That’s the only thing I can figure since he’s had cash in his
pocket lately and no bike in sight.”

 

“I could say that’s a very responsible act for him to do since
his girlfriend is prego and all.  But surprising because I’d
of thought he’d never part from his beloved ride.  It would
lower his brooding cool factor or something like that.”
  Tara let out a sigh but didn’t argue the fact
either.  Some things were best left unsaid. 

 

I decided not to inflict anymore of my unsolicited opinions onto
Tara and turned to head downstairs instead.  I was surprised
to learn that my parents were in giving moods this holiday season
and were not implementing a curfew for Tara or myself
tonight.  It was weird, the minute Tara moved in the dynamics
changed with my folks.  I had a curfew but I’d never abused it
and I was usually with Tara most of the time anyway.  Then
once Zack re-entered the picture I thought they would tighten
things up even more.  I guess they figured, since she was
already prego, I was possibly scared straight or even more
responsible, so they’ve lightened up on curfew boundaries.

 

The conversation went something like this:  Mom – “Girls I
know you’re planning to spend the evenings with your boyfriends and
I don’t want you out there drinking and driving.”

 

Tara – “Yeah, I plan to get smashed.”

 

Me – “Yep, me too.”

 

Mom – “Ok, got it,” followed by a deep sigh.  “I’d rather
you not be out driving all over the county New Year’s eve so if you
want to stay where you are or come in when the sun comes up, your
father and I are ok with that.  We just ask that you let us
know what your plans are, where you plan to be, and when you think
you will be returning home.”

 

Tara and I just looked at each other, shock across our
faces.  It’s not that I didn’t appreciate the offer but I also
wondered if she knew that our plans did not coincide with one
another.

 

Me – “Uh thanks mom, but Tara and I are not going to be together
tonight.  She’s with Daniel and Zack is taking me to a party
on campus, a friend’s frat house.”

 

Mom – “I know, we just want you guys to be safe and
responsible.  You’re both turning 18 soon enough and we trust
you to make smart choices.”

 

Tara laughed at that but mom continued on, “You know what I mean
Tara.  Regardless of your present condition what else can we
expect?  I honestly don’t want to get a phone call that you’ve
been arrested for drinking and driving or that you’ve been in a car
accident from a drunk driver.  I’d rather you stayed
put.  Unless… you both want to stay here with Paige, your dad
and me playing board games and watching the ball drop?”

 

We both said at the same time, “Pass.”

 

“Alright then are we agreed?”

 

“Yep,” in unison again, like I said - weird.

 

Once free from the house and in the solitude to Zack’s truck we
headed towards the college area.  I was nervous going to a
party with people I didn’t really know and college kids to
boot.  I didn’t want them thinking I’m some dumb high school
kid still holding on to her high school boyfriend for dear life
unable to move on without him or let him move on without me.

 

Zack was holding my hand and giving me side-long glances
checking my status.  “Will you stop stressing?  There is
nothing to worry about; they’re going to love you.  I
promise.”

 

“That’s not what has me worried,” I lied.

 

“Sure it isn’t.  Then what does?”

 

“Ok fine.  I’m worried about whether or not they will like
me, or judge me, or even acknowledge me.  I’m just a dumb high
school kid tagging along with my super-stud college
boyfriend.  ‘Cause you know how well I do in new environments,
not knowing a single person beside you.  My social graces are
still quite lacking.  I’m not Paige you know.”

 

“And thank goodness for that.  No offense, but Paige is way
too young for me.”  He winked at me with a grin on his
face.

 

“Ew.”

 

“Exactly.  I won’t leave you alone unless otherwise
instructed.  It will be fun and I want you to meet some of my
new friends.  Beside there may be a few people you know from
school.  So, stop stressing.”

 

“Fine.”  But I couldn’t really stop the worry-wart
committee for raising my anxiety level or insecurities.

 

We pull up to fraternity row at SDSU and talk about crazy. 
The street had been blocked off, people were walking in and out of
all the houses, a stage had been set up for a band or two, DJ in
between, red and blue plastic cups already littering the street and
port-a-potties lined up at each end of the road blocks.

 

“Holy Shit!  This isn’t just a party this is a block-party
scene.  Did you know it was going to be like this?”  The
panic that I was just getting under control reared its ugly head
again.

 

“Relax.  This is so cool.  We’re going to have a great
time.”

 

Once we found a place to park and hiked back to the block-party
where the crowd had grown even larger.  A local college band
was pounding away on the stage, kids dancing and rocking to the
catchy melody.  Zack was holding my hand while I was gripping
it for dear life not wanting to be separated or lost in the
crowd.  The over-all vibe was excitement, celebratory, happy
with a twinge of regret that another year has come to a close with
the hopes of a new one to bringing joy and success.

 

Somehow in the midst of the controlled chaos we located his new
group of friends.  Introductions were made to some of the guys
from a class or two along with their girlfriends or dates or
friends with benefits.  I had to go outside of my personal
comfort zone and prove not only to myself but for Zack also, that I
can be social, friendly and fit into this crowd.  There was
one girl there with one of the many guys, her name was Izzy. 
She seemed to take pity on me and latched onto me easily engaging
me in conversation, laying out the ropes, filling me in on who is
who, and who is with whom.  She and Zack had a class together,
but I couldn’t recall what.  Her boyfriend met Zack and they
seemed to have hit it off immediately.

 

“It is such a relief that Cody likes Zack and they get along,”
she glances over in their direction then looks back at me. 
“He usually gets so jealous with any guy I talk to.  Don’t get
me wrong, he’s a great guy, good boyfriend, treats me like a
princess.  But unfortunately he’s insecure thanks to his
ex-slut-girlfriend who cheated on him.  I’m working on him,
but it takes baby-steps.”

 

“How long have you been together?” I inquire.

 

“Next month will be a year.  We actually met at the New
Year’s party here last year.  He was a wreck.  Trashed
beyond belief but I could see his pain, feel his pain.  I took
pity on him and nursed him through the night.  Not the best
New Year’s Eve but it paid off in the end.  Look at us now,
happy and in love.  What more could a girl ask for?”

 

The rest of the evening I ended up spending with this new
“girlfriend”.  I released my death-grip from Zack so he could
roam freely and hang with the guys.  But he’d periodically
check in with me and Izzy.  Bringing drinks, water for me,
food, he even dragged me out to the street to dance amongst the
crowds.  I didn’t realize how swiftly the time went because
before I knew it, it was almost midnight.  Party hats were
being passed around, along with confetti, horns, noise makers,
silly string and champagne.  We were all having such a great
time.  It felt so light, easy, free.

 

It’s amazing how and when you have an epiphany.  It can hit
you at the most unexpected moments but mine struck in the middle of
a crowded street-party surrounded by strangers and possible new
friends.  But I understood what Tara had been trying to tell
me that day after Winter Formal.  This was a life I wanted to
experience.  I wanted to go to school, party, play, study,
have fun, and be care-free.  Not tied down, overly responsible
and smothered or resentful towards my friend and her baby.  I
had been holding close an image where, in the end, I would never
fit into.  It was strange also because the first feeling I
felt was not what I expected – it was relief.

 

Zack’s arms were wrapped around my waist, standing behind me,
kissing me on the cheek and neck.  I turned around to face him
when he really looked me in the eyes.  “What’s wrong?”

 

“Nothing,” and it was true, “Thank you for bringing me
tonight.  I’m having the greatest time ever.  You were
right, how could I not trust you - I love you so much.”

 

He pulls back slightly to look me square in the eyes this time,
“Are you getting all sentimental and nostalgic on me just before
the stroke of midnight?”

 

“Sentimental – maybe, nostalgic – not at all.  Just had a
personal epiphany and I liked what I saw.”

 

“Do you feel the need to expand on your enlightened
outlook?”

 

“Sure, but ask me later.  I will expand on one thing…I
definitely fore-see some serious making-out within the next few
seconds,” I grin up at his handsome face.

 

“Oh that can definitely be arranged.”

 

The rest of the evening on into the early morning hours went
flying by, full of laughter, more dancing, hanging out on a couch
in some one’s front lawn, to wandering thru the college town trying
to locate an all night Mexican food stand.  I think it was
around four in the morning when it was decided to head back
home.  I was exhausted, my feet were killing me and I could
envision curling up in my bed for a few hours of precious
sleep.  Zack had been drinking so I was the chauffer
home.  Luckily, no problems, traffic stops or sobriety check
points hindered our destination.

 

I made arrangements with my folks that Zack could sleep over, he
in the guest room while I slept in my room.  Given the giving
mood my parents extended, I wasn’t about to step over any more
boundaries already in place, so it was smooth delivery with the
thought and promise that Zack would be here when I awoke in a few
hours.  I knew Tara wouldn’t be home and I kind of enjoyed the
solace of having the room to myself, even if only for one mornings
sleep.

 

“Scar-lett.  Wake up…”  I think I’m dreaming, hearing
my mom whispering from some place far off in the distance.  I
roll over willing my eyes to open, but to no avail. 
“Scarlett, it’s noon, you asked that I wake you by then…” 
Again I hear an annoying whisper but now it sounds like my
sister.

 

“Uhg!  Leave me alone, it’s not time for school yet…” 
I pull a pillow over my head.

 

Then at full voice volume, “Scarlett get your butt up! 
Zack is downstairs waiting for you.  You’re being quiet rude
if you ask me.”

 

It was Paige; she’s so irritating in the morning.  “Leave
me alone Paige, I’m serious.”

 

“Fine, then I’ll go meet with Tara for brunch and let you
sleep.”

 

With that reminder I sat up in bed searching for the clock,
adrenaline stuttering thru my body jolting me into
consciousness.  “Oh crap, brunch!”

 

“Don’t worry; you’re not late…yet.”  I could see Paige’s
silhouette walking away from my bedroom.  I was gauging
whether or not I could hit her with a pillow when she said, “You’re
in no shape for a pillow fight, so don’t waste your energy.” 
I threw the pillow anyway, but she was already too far out of range
to even come close.
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Chapter 29
The 411


“Hey - sorry I’m late, didn’t think I’d ever get here.”  I
greet Tara waiting in front of the restaurant.  I hoped she
wasn’t too irritated with me this morning, wait, afternoon.

 

“No worries.  I just managed to get rid of Daniel,” she
grimaced.

 

“What?  You didn’t have a very ‘Happy New Year’
beginning.”

 

“Yeah, you could say that.” 

 

My interest was piqued but I wanted to be seated first before
diving into details and explanations.  “How long before we’re
seated?”

 

“Shouldn’t be long now, I’ve been here for awhile,” another
disparaging glare is shot my way.

 

“Sorry, I said.  Sheesh, give a girl a break here.”

 

“I know it’s not you it’s me, just a little pregnant at the
moment.”

 

“Really?  Never would have guessed that one.”  We
giggled at our sarcastic banter which helped break the tension
surrounding us.

 

Once we were finally seated, coffee and O.J. ordered along with
our brunch entrees we settled in for our reviews from last
night.  Tara insisted I start first.  She wanted all the
gory details and nothing left out.  I told her about my ever
present apprehension when we first arrived.  I still can’t get
over the crowd from last night.  I relayed the gossip learned
from Zack’s new college crowd of friends.  I even told her
about my new possible friend, Izzy, and how cool she was to
me.  Which all lead up to my epiphany that gave me
pause.  Do I tell her about it?  Or edit that part out,
save it for another time, a more appropriate setting.

 

Of course Tara knows me too well and can tell when I go to my
inner dialogue and deliberate full disclosure or the edited
version.  “Just tell me what you think you don’t want to tell
me.  I can handle it.”

 

I laugh, “It’s kinda stupid.”

 

“I’m sure it’s not.  So spill it.”

 

“It was just one of those random moments when you’re graced with
an epiphany in the most unlikely setting.”

 

“Ok, epiphany…got it.  So what was it?”

 

“No, it’s just right before midnight.  We’re all standing
in the middle of the street, having a great time, wishing each
other ‘Happy New Year!’ when it hit me.  You were right.”

 

“Not that I don’t know this, but what exactly was I right
about?”  She smiled at me with a gloating air.

 

“Shut up!  You are not always right.  I have moments
too.  But this was from right after Winter Formal when you and
I were at the coffee shop.”  I hesitated for a second; I
didn’t want to blurt this out sounding mean or offensive.  “I
want that scene.  I want to go to school, and party, and make
new friends, have crazy adventures.”  Ok, so I edited some of
it.  I don’t want to hurt her feelings given her already
hormonal state.

 

Tara continued to keep silent.  I didn’t know if she had
heard what I said or if she was upset or waiting for more of an
explanation, when she said, “What else are you keeping out?”

 

Damn!  She was good.  “Is it just me or is this
pregnancy thing making you more intuitive or something?”  She
smiled at me but was still waiting for me to continue.  “Ok,
you were right about the responsibility thing also.  I am here
for you and the baby, regardless of what or where I am, but I don’t
think I can commit to you for the next eighteen-plus years in
raising a baby.”

 

“What did I say?  You are so over-dramatic.  I never
expected you to be there for the next twenty years to raise the
baby.  Duh, that’s my responsibility.  But that was the
point I was trying to make to you.  You deserve that future
life full of adventures, studies, even a mistake or two.  Not
my mistakes, you can make your own and I can’t wait to hear about
them and be a support to you in those times.”

 

“Thanks a lot for looking forward to my mistakes…”  I
couldn’t help the sarcasm.

 

“You know what I mean.  I’m happy for you and am glad that
I was able to get thru to you in some shape or form.  We both
have our futures to deal with and I know that we will be there to
share in those just not as closely related as we had hoped. 
Make sense?”

 

“Yeah, I know.  I just feel guilty at the same time.”

 

“Guilty?  For what?”

 

“Because in that moment of clarity I felt this great sense
of…relief.  That is why I feel guilty.”

 

“Well don’t.  At least one of us should get the opportunity
to feel relief.  I don’t think I’ll be feeling that anytime
soon.”

 

“Exactly, that’s why I felt guilty.”  I shrug from my
confession.

 

“Well, enough.  I’m truly excited and happy for you. 
I will admit there’s a twinge of jealousy but not enough to keep me
from being the later for you.  You deserve it.”

 

“So do you.”

 

Tara continued to pump me for more information from the
remainder of my night.  She was impressed that mom and dad let
Zack sleep over too.  “Very impressive,” followed by a
satisfied nod acknowledging the unimaginable.

 

But she’s not the only perceptive one in the bunch, “So now that
I’ve given you a blow by blow of my night…why are you trying to
avoid discussing yours?”

 

“You caught that, did you?”

 

“Yep.  Spill.”

 

She let out a deep sigh, ran her fingers though her hair in
frustration that turned into an eye roll combo which could only
mean one thing…Daniel.

 

“The evening started out fine, uneventful even.  But around
11 o’clock a couple of his buddies showed up, sketched out and
jumpy.  I found out how Daniel has been making his
money.  And it wasn’t from selling his bike.”

 

“I knew he didn’t sell it.”

 

“Yeah you’re the all seeing and knowing Oz.”

 

“If I’m so powerful then why haven’t I figured out his new cash
flow?”

 

“I’m getting to that.”  She couldn’t meet my eyes; her gaze
was pulled across the dining room to the flowing traffic on the
street outside.  “He’s been working with Ben; they’ve been
stealing cars and turning them over for parts.”

 

“What the f…?”

 

“That’s what I said.”

 

“Well, what else did you say?”

 

“What could I say but the obvious?  He needs to stop, get a
real job, and think about the baby and me.  Yadda, yadda,
yadda.”

 

“Ok?  Then what?”

 

Tara sat silently for awhile; I could tell she was in her own
mental revelry, when she looked up at me with a look of shock and
surprise.

 

“What just happened?”  I had to ask the obvious.

 

“I guess you’re not the only one who can have an epiphany at the
oddest moments because I think I just had mine.”  She was
shaking her head as to clear it.  “I’m going to have to break
up with Daniel, aren’t I?”

 

“Is this a rhetorical question or are you just stating the
obvious?” 

 

“Stating the obvious,” but she didn’t sound too sure or secure
in the statement.  “I’m really going to have to move in with
my mom.  I’m going to have to figure out how to make my life
work with a baby in tow and no guy or daddy to pitch in and help
me.  I really have managed to make a mess of my life, haven’t
I?”

 

“I say again, rhetorical or obvious?”

 

She smiled at my sarcasm and proceeded to slap me in the
arm.  “Thanks for the moral support, friend.”

 

“Ah Tara, you know I’m here for you but it’s my job to point out
the obvious when presented.”

 

“Man, you’re on a roll today.  I see your New Year is
already taking on a different shade, for the better, I might
add.”

 

“I guess, but we’re not talking about me anymore, we’re talking
about you.  So what are we going to do?”

 

“We?… Well, I am going to break the news to my dumb ass
boyfriend that he is basically fired.  You are going to go
back to your life before I completely disrupted it and enjoy the
last half of your senior year, graduate, and scuttle off into the
college sunset with your dreamy boyfriend at your side.  Sound
like a plan?”

 

“Sure on paper, but this is reality we’re talking about.  I
like the first part but not so sure about the second part. 
Sounds good in theory, but you forgot the most important about you
and the baby and the great moral support and best friend I will
continue to be.”

 

“That’s a given and would never doubt your dedicated
senses.”  She took a deep breath then exhaled slowly,
“Crap!  I’m really going to have to dump him.  Why could
I not see that one coming?  Now that I look at it, it was
plainly there, apparent even but I just didn’t want to see
it.  I was completely swept up, disillusioned, and manipulated
by him.  I just don’t understand how I ever let it
happen.  Crazy and stupid all at the same time.”

 

I kept any further opinions from flying out of my mouth. 
She didn’t need nor want to hear an ‘I told you so’ or any of the
other blatant facts I’d noted throughout the summer.  She
needed moral support and that’s what I intended to be.

 

“So when do you think you’ll do it?  Is this something you
want to plan for later or get it over and done with a.s.a.p.? 
Either way, I’m here.  I’ll go with you, back you, push you,
whatever.  I’m there.”

 

“Well since I haven’t had the luxury of mulling over my
enlightened epiphany for the last 12 hours like you, I’d like to
sit on this for the moment.  Re-think, strategize and plan out
a bit more of my future first.  I have to be solid in my
choice, not wavering so he can’t try to influence me to stick
around even longer than necessary.  But thanks for the offer
and I may just take you up on it.”
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Chapter 30
The Unfortunate Reality


Winter Break came to an end and school returned to its typical
scheduled station.  But Tara didn’t break up with Daniel like
I had hoped.  He was busy trying to prove his place in Tara’s
life.  A job was somehow obtained, legally, money was being
put aside, and apartment hunting began.  I chose the silent
role.  Nothing I could say would or could influence Tara into
the inevitable.  Deep down, I think she knows what she needs
to do, but you cannot blame her for wanting or embracing the fickle
safety of denial which helps to suppress the fear of reality. 
I have no idea how I would be in her situation.

 

I am asleep in the late afternoon.  I was at work but they
let me go home early because the kid ratio to counselors was
low.  Not one to turn down a free afternoon, I jumped at the
chance to escape.  I was exhausted and burnt out from studying
and finals.  I was due a nap so I wasn’t too excited when my
phone began to vibrate noisily on top of my dresser.  Any
other time I would have ignored it but whoever was calling was
quite insistent and kept calling over and over.

 

Dragging myself out of bed I answer a little less than cordial,
“What!?”

 

“Um, yes.  Is this Scarlett?”

 

“Yeah it is.  Who is this?”

 

“You were listed as the ICE (in case of emergency) on this
woman’s phone; I believe her name is Tara.  I’m calling from
the hospital and hate to be the bearer of bad news, but she has
been in an accident…”

 

It was like everything went into slow motion after that.  I
couldn’t wrap my mind around what had just been said and I couldn’t
form a coherent sentence inquiring about the status of my
friend.  Somehow I managed to locate my mom, relay the
information given and we were in the car on our way to the
hospital.

 

I wish I could say I’d been a stronger, braver person.  I
wish I could say that everything turned out O.K.  I wish I
could have said and done a lot of things differently; I wished for
a ton of things that day, but none of them came true….

 

The hospital was a nightmare.  Daniel was pacing in the
waiting room, a bandage above his left eye covering the stitches
received earlier.  Everything was still moving in slow motion,
surreal, and I’d only imagined the worst.  Tara had broken her
arm, collar bone, a concussion, and the fate of the baby was still
in question given the impact from the oncoming truck and the
seatbelt that was across her stomach.  Daniel leaped at me,
grabbing me for support and comfort.

 

“It came out of nowhere.  One minute we’re arguing over
nothing and the next second she was screaming look out!”  He
looked so scared but his concern seemed displaced, “I was lucky to
even get out of the truck because the driver’s side was completely
impacted.  I thought she was dead.”

 

“Wait, what are you talking about?  Who was driving the
car?  You or Tara?”  In my mind I’m thinking,
truck?  How was Daniel driving a truck when I knew Tara was in
her mom’s car?  The one and only thing her mom had contributed
to her daughter within the last few years.   

 

“I was driving.”  He looked at me but wasn’t really. 
I shook my head trying to make sense of his rambling
explanation.

 

“How is Tara?  What have the doctor’s said?”

 

“I don’t know.  No one will tell me anything.”  Daniel
just turned away from me to resume his pacing and mumbling to
himself.

 

I was confused and didn’t know what to think or make of the
situation. My Mom luckily was with me and had located the nurse
who’d called me.  Now here’s the crazy explanation she was
able to discern from their arrival into the emergency room, Tara
was in the accident but was also the cause. 

 

She had been running some errands when she came upon Daniel at
an intersection, driving a truck she did not recognize along with a
female passenger.  She took it upon herself to confront him or
catch him in a lie is more like it.  He answered her call, he
lied about where or who he was with and she snapped.  It
wasn’t Tara yelling for Daniel to ‘look out’; it was his other
girlfriend, Cynthia, who by the way was also pregnant.  Yep I
said it.  Daniel was cheating on Tara, as she had always
suspected but never told me about her concerns given my already low
opinion of him.  She hid it from all of us.

 

Once I was able to get into see Tara, I hardly recognized
her.  She was badly bruised, tubes everywhere, along with
fetal monitors and bandages covering any available flesh or
extremity daring to be exposed.  When she saw my Mom and I
walk in, the tears began streaming down the sides of her face to
puddle in her ears then running over onto her pillow.  After
she calmed down some, thanks to the monitors a nurse came in to
help medicate her into a calmer and stable frame of mind, she
proceeded to relay her encounter, reaction, and mental
break-down.

 

“Well, that’s one way to handle things, I guess.”  I tried
to smile and make the atmosphere a bit lighter.

 

“Yeah, I guess you could say I was a little hormonal and
over-reacted.”  She flinched some from trying to smile but
then asked, “Do you know how he is?  Or the girl in the truck
with him?”

 

“Now that I sort of know some of the story, I’d say Daniel is a
wreck but not physically.  He had a cut above his eye, maybe
bruised some but is wearing a hole into the waiting room
floor.  I think he’s really worried, but now I’m wondering who
he is worried about.  He seemed out of sorts and I couldn’t
really understand why.  Now I do.”  In my mind I’m
thinking, “He’s out of sorts because he doesn’t know which
girlfriend to tend to first.  What a d- bag!”

 

But it was Tara’s reaction that caught me off guard, “He’s still
here?  Will you go get him for me?”

 

“What?  Are you kidding me?  You want to see him,
now?  Did you not just hear what you yourself told
me?”  I felt my mom rise from her seat behind me and place her
hand on my shoulder, warning me to keep silent right now and do as
asked.  “Fine.  I’ll go get him.”

 

How could I let this go right?  Does Tara not realize I
can’t not say anything to him?  Maybe it’s the drugs going
thru her system and she’s not in her right mind at the present
moment.  That had to be it.  When I got to the waiting
room, Daniel was there speaking to another doctor, shock across his
face.

 

“Daniel?”  I didn’t want to know or interrupt but I was
doing what was asked of me.  “Tara wants to see you.”

 

He just kept staring at the floor after the doctor who had just
left him.  “Daniel, did you hear me?”

 

“Cynthia lost the baby.  She doesn’t want to see me and
said not to bother ever seeing or talking to her again.”

 

Silently I think, “Can you blame her?”  Verbally I say,
“I’m sorry Daniel.  Sorry for her loss, but that doesn’t
change the fact that Tara is hurt, still pregnant with your baby
and for some unforeseen reason wants to see you.  Are you
coming?”

 

So maybe I should have edited the last part, but Tara is my
friend and I had to stick-up for her somehow, right? 
Wrong.  Daniel turned to me with an anger flashing through
every vein in his body that it seemed to fill the room.

 

“It’s always you.  Why don’t you tell me what you really
think of me Scarlett?  We’re mutual adversaries; this seems
the safest setting to express what needs to be said.  So go
for it.”  The acid behind his words scalded my psyche and
ignited a torrent of words I didn’t know at the time would seal my
fate and become one of the biggest regrets of my life.  But
Daniel was the game player, even in the midst of this chaotic
tragedy; he was still playing his part.

 

“Tara should run in the opposite direction of you.  You
tricked her, manipulated her, brain-washed her.  Why was it so
important for her to keep the baby?  Why did you need to keep
your hooks in her?  You’re the asshole Daniel.  Not
me.  She’s a fool to think you even care for her or the
baby.  You’re a selfish prick that does nothing but think of
himself and could care less about the people you harm in the
process.  I will do everything in my power to keep you away
from Tara.  You don’t deserve nor do you belong anywhere near
her.  Just leave.  Get out, never to be seen again. 
She’ll never be the wiser and can move on from this tragedy you’ve
made of her life hopefully to come out on top and as far away from
you!”

 

The grim smile he flashed at me made my skin crawl.  “You
think I can’t get her to forgive me?  To take me back? 
You have no idea the influence I hold.  I guess I should thank
you Scarlett, maybe even Cynthia too.  You both have just
sealed my fate and tie that I will forever have on Tara.  She
carries my baby, my baby.  Not even you can change
that little biological fact.  It is a shame that my little
girl won’t have another sibling to play with, but that can be taken
care of after we marry and move past this horrible incident.”

 

By this point my mouth is agape from his gall and
confidence.  He was looking at me but thru me at the same
time.  I could see him picturing Tara using his words and
actions of manipulation against her.  And the sad part is, is
that I could see it too.  I didn’t have a chance, Tara was
gone.  Gone in the sense that no matter how hard I tried,
fought, proved even, she was consumed by him and was vanquished
from our life that had once been so cherished by us both.
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Chapter 31
The End of an Era


It’s been almost six months since the accident.  I’m
actually getting ready for graduation.  Graduation how I’d
imagined this day; seen it so many times in my dreams and
future.  The picture is much altered and unexpected. 
What should be an exciting, happy, anxiety filled day is actually
cloudy and shrouded in sadness.  The mask of false happiness
I’ve managed to plaster across my face is beginning to crack.

 

Tara isn’t next to me.  She isn’t even in the crowd. 
My friend is at home with her baby girl and looser boyfriend right
by her side.  No, Tara didn’t die that day, but it feels as if
she had.  Tara… I miss my friend, my confidant, side kick,
wing-man, sister, soul mate.  The second semester flew by but
part of me was missing without Tara there. Graduation has become
anti-climatic.  She is not planning on attending the
ceremony.  Not that I blame her, I don’t know if I could have
shown either.  She was to have graduated with honors, a
scholarship in her back pocket, colleges begging her to attend, and
a future wide open and unknown.  Her future is still unknown,
but no longer wide open and welcoming.

 

A new summer beginning and far from what had been ideally
planned.  Here are the positives:  I still have the most
amazing boyfriend.  Zack has become an asset I never knew I
needed nor deserved.  Paige thrived as the most popular
freshman to ever enter high school.  On a side note, I’d say
I’m still a tad jealous of her social networking skills.

 

The baby is amazing, even if half of her DNA make up is part
Daniel.  Can’t be perfect all the time but I do not hold that
against her and only time will tell where this tale will
lead.  Our friendship is strained and awkward but I keep
hoping, I only know that I will be there for my friend and her
child, and silently praying they make it to the other side full of
opportunities and fresh starts.  Who wouldn’t want that?

 

So for now, I’m patiently awaiting the return of my friend but
looking forward to my future of unknown adventures.  College
is the next one, alongside my boyfriend at SDSU with a new group of
friends and classes.

 

The moral of this little narrative is this:  SAFE SEX
KIDS!!!  Can’t stress it enough.  There are no guarantees
in life and in the heat of the moment; a “2 minute” mistake can
alter a life and those around you for the rest of life.  I am
an observer by nature and take pride in my commonsense thinking,
but this scared the crap out of me and robbed my friend and me out
of potential adventures, bad fashion choices, heartbreak and every
other experience you’re supposed to have in the beginnings of your
young adult life.  Affection that leads to obsession does not
constitute love.  Pay attention to the red flags, don’t
dismiss them or try to justify the obvious or even subtle warnings
anyone can bring to the table of a relationship.  They are
hard enough without all the signs being ignored trying to guide you
into a better situation whether it’s in or out with that
person.

 

Friends are hard to come by.  Cherish the great ones, enjoy
the understated ones, and appreciate the relationship lessons no
matter how big or small the time spent with them.  Everyone
comes into your life for a reason and purpose.

 

Benefits can be taken for granted and once they become
commonplace they may be gone without you even realizing it.

 

Doubts will always be present in positive and negative
ways.  It leads back to the red flags and common sense as
well.  I’m not saying one should become a Doubting
Thomas, second guessing every move or decision you make
throughout life, but listen to your gut or instincts or even the
itty-bitty-shitty-committee.  Most of the time, they’re
right.

 

The End
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Thank you for reading my first published story.  Please
take the time to leave a comment at the sight from which you
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Haley has had an interesting year but the beginning marks the
day she left her husband of almost five years after discovering his
infidelity was not just suspicion it was fact.  Move forward
seven months into this painful era and she has embarked onto the
single frontier with her new friend, co-worker, and tutor of the
single scene, Kylie.  Haley’s inexperience and self-doubt
become obstacles to learn from and overcome.  Given the mental
manipulation endured throughout her marriage to Jason, she finds it
difficult to trust her instincts and embrace her inner
strength.  When one night after a bender of an evening the day
before Haley and Kylie set out to celebrate a small victory on her
path to finalizing her divorce.  She runs into an old
acquaintance of her brothers from college, Austin.  Its funny
how things have a way of working out and even more amazing how the
right person enters at just the right moment in one’s life as if
right on cue.
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in one’s life as if right on cue.









  

    [image: FeedBooks]
 
 
    www.feedbooks.com

    Food for the mind


  


OPS/images/logo-feedbooks-tiny.png
E{;edbooﬂs





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks.png
Eeedbomls





