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      To the children of toxic parents. I understand why.

    

  


  
    
      There is a Chinese legend that says we are connected to the one we are destined to be with by a red thread. That thread may get tangled and stretched, but it never breaks.
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          A PRELUDE TO US.

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Hanging on the wall of my apartment is a painting of a luna moth perched on a cracked skull. One of its wings is tattered and torn, the other perfect. It’s a large painting. The brush strokes are raw and the colors dark. Like the man who painted it.

      It’s an original. It was painted by Tristan Anderson. You don’t know him yet; he’s a brilliant tattoo artist currently living in Miami. I was thirteen when I fell in love with him. Eighteen when he broke my heart for the first time.

      Our story starts in a small town in Northern Minnesota…
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            A GIRL NAMED EVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Evan Michael Blu Carter,” my mother yelled from the doorway. I knew the reason she was upset. There was a boy sprawled across my bed. Not just any boy. Tristan Anderson. We were both fully clothed, and the room reeked of stale beer and bonfire. Tristan’s nose was pressed against my neck, and his breath was warm on my skin. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know our limbs were tangled in the blanket. His hand on the bare flesh of my stomach. It all felt so normal.

      Even though we had broken up two weeks ago.

      “Do you have to yell?” I groaned, covering my face with my arm.

      “Don’t sass me, young lady.” My mother stomped into the room and tore open the curtains.

      I knew what would come next. She’d start preaching about how she couldn’t deal with “this.” “This” being me and my behavior. A behavior she swore was me acting up since my father died. My father’s death had nothing to do with Tristan in my bed. That started when I was thirteen and he was fourteen and I learned the truth about the bruises. I squinted against the bright sun that now flooded the room.

      My mother fluttered around, pulling wet towels off the bathroom door and kicking shoes out of her way. She was dressed in her new uniform: spandex and a bright pink shirt made of some wicking material. That was Harold’s fault.

      “It’s eight, and you’re still in bed. With him. Evan, this has to stop.” She shoved the drawer of my dresser closed with her hip.

      Harold was my mother’s newest “this.” Four months ago, it had been a biker from South Dakota. And before that, a farmer from the neighboring town. If she thought my behavior was a reaction to my father’s death, she should’ve taken a long look in the mirror.

      “I want him out of here and this room cleaned up. Harold is coming over.” She looked around the room. “Your father would be disappointed in all of this.”

      “I could say the same for you,” I mumbled as she stomped out of my room. My dead father’s disappointment was her newest weapon. Disappointed that I missed curfew or that my room was a mess. Disappointed that my grades had slipped, that I had slipped. Someone should have reminded her my father was dead and the dead couldn’t be disappointed.

      I untangled myself from the beautiful boy whose dark hair hid his best feature. His eyes. Bright green with dark lashes that softened the sharp cut of his cheekbones. I brushed the hair from his face. The reason he had slept in my bed had turned purple in the harsh morning light. Tristan’s dad had been drunk again. They fought, and Tristan lost.

      “Don’t go,” Tristan mumbled, trying to pull me back down on the bed.

      One bright green eye shone through the tangled mess of hair. I believe Cupid made his mouth for kissing. It was perfect, even busted. And he loved to use it for that. Kissing. That was the reason we broke up. He used that perfect mouth to kiss another girl. He also had his hand up her shirt but the kissing hurt more. I should’ve told him to call her last night. Let her pick up his broken pieces.

      But I didn’t because I still loved him. Our lives were so tangled up in each other’s, we couldn’t go two weeks apart. No, I couldn’t go two weeks without him. So when he called, drunk, and had nowhere else to go, I let him in. Into my room, then into my bed and back into my life. I told myself it was because he had nowhere else to go, not because I missed him so much.

      He took my hand and kissed my fingertips. “Please don’ go.”

      I traced the delicate point of his top lip now marred with a cut. James, Tristan’s father, gave him that. James had done the physical damage while his mother had watched. I didn’t know which was worse. I don’t think she loved him. How could she watch it happen? And that was why Tristan kissed that girl. Because James hit him, and his mother watched. And the only way Tristan knew how to cope was by getting high. And when Tristan got high, he did stupid shit.

      “Why did you kiss her?” I whispered. He cupped the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

      “I made a mistake. She meant nothing to me.” His voice was heavy with sleep. It was so hard to remember he hurt me. Especially the way he looked stretched out next to me. Tristan was good at being Broken Tristan. But in his defense, I didn’t think he knew how to be anything except broken.

      I pressed a kiss to his mouth. Because I wanted to. I needed to know he was okay. And to prove to the other girl he still kissed me, still loved me. I wanted to say more, but I heard the doorbell and my mother bitch about my next visitor.

      A soft knock on the doorframe, and the quiet voice of Tristan’s little brother, Noah, ended any conversation about how much the girl didn’t mean to him.

      “Hey, Noah.” I smiled at the younger, lighter version of Tristan. Noah had his mother’s scared blue eyes and dirty blond hair. His face still held some of the innocence his brother’s had lost years ago.

      “Hey, Evan. Tristan, Mom wants you to come home.” Noah toed the edge of the rug.

      Tristan sat up, rubbing his face and stretching. His shirt rose up, showing last week’s disagreement with his father. He hadn’t called me that night. My fingers itched to trace the yellowing bruises. To press kisses to them. To replace the pain with something else.

      “Is he home?” Tristan looked over at his little brother.

      Noah shook his head, not making eye contact with me. Tristan did what his mother wouldn’t do. He took care of Noah, made sure he was fed, went to school, and had clean clothing. He also took the abuse, the screaming, the bottles being thrown.

      “Did you eat?” I asked, sliding from the bed. I did what I could to help Tristan with Noah.

      “No. Mom had to work, so she said… I mean, I’m fine,” Noah told the floor.

      Laura, their mother, worked a part-time job at the C-store on the edge of town. I thought a job would help her leave James. Tristan had said that was why she always went back, because she couldn’t support him and Noah. But all the job did was give James another reason to hate Tristan. “Come on, let’s go see what Dar is cooking up.” Darcy was my mother’s full name, but Harold called her Dar, so now I did. I put my arm around Noah’s shoulders.

      “Ev,” Tristan called.

      He hated it when I did this, treated them like charity cases, but I hated when he had his hands up another girl’s shirt. I turned my back to him, flipping my hair over my shoulder. “I don’t know if the fact she meant nothing to you makes it any better.”

      In the kitchen, Dar was wiping the counters down and replacing the flowers. I opened the neglected breakfast cupboard. Once it had been filled with all my favorites. Then my father died, and my mother wasn’t equipped to handle all the normal parts of life like breakfast or a grieving child. “We have Life, Special K, and…” I moved a box of Dar’s newest fad diet cereal out of the way. “And what look to be diet bars?” I held up the box with a big red A on the front.

      My mother had always been thin. But at forty-six, things weren’t as firm as she wanted. And since Harold, who was ten years older, liked his women “tight,” she was on another diet. I didn’t want to know what the hell “tight” meant.

      In the back of the cupboard sat a familiar blue box. “How about Pop-Tarts?” I looked down at Noah, who twisted the string of his hoodie around his finger. It was one of Tristan’s hand-me-downs from eighth grade. I wore it once during a field trip.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” My mother tried to close the cupboard door. She, unlike my father, never liked the role of being a parent. Kids were messy and didn’t always fit into the Better Homes & Gardens photo shoot that played out in her head. I think she had me to just keep my father around. Hopefully, she wasn’t thinking of popping out another kid to keep Harold around.

      “I told you, Harold will be here at one.” My mother tried to wrestle the cupboard door out of my hand.

      “And it’s only eight. I don’t think it will take a ten-year-old boy four hours to eat a Pop-Tart.” I ripped the door out of her hands.

      “It's okay.” Noah pulled the hood over his head.

      “See?” My mother looked at Noah like he shit on her floor.

      “Don’t you have a Jazzercise class or something to do other than ruin my life?” I grabbed the blue box. “Pop-Tarts it is. Someone bought blueberry, and I hate blueberry.”

      The wrong flavor of Pop-Tarts was a small way my father’s death affected my life. My relationship with my mother was the biggest one. She didn’t know how to handle anything. Simple things like the water bill and mowing the lawn. And bigger things like my grief. That had been Tristan.

      “Evan. I am not running a halfway house. Nor will I have my seventeen-year-old daughter sleeping with—” Her thoughts were cut short when Tristan walked into the kitchen. The collar of his T-shirt was ripped, and red scratches covered his neck and collarbone.

      “Come on, Noah. I’ll get you something at the gas station.” Tristan nodded to the door. “Ev, I’ll talk to you later.”

      Noah looked at me, then his brother, not sure what to do. Noah spent so much time with Tristan and me, he sometimes felt more like my child than a sibling. I know that sounded weird. But Noah was always there. He slept in my bed between Tristan and me, when things got too bad at home. Or in the back seat of Tristan’s car while we drank beer around a bonfire.

      “Here.” I handed him the box of Pop-Tarts and followed them both to the front door while my mother complained about the state of my room. Tristan pulled on his boots. “Ignore her. She’s started a new diet.” I reached for him but pulled back before I looped my fingers into his belt loops. I always did that. Between classes, leaning against his car, in the bathroom by the art room. He was my first real boyfriend, and I missed him. Us. He caught my hand, running his finger over my knuckles.

      “She was just a distraction. A regret,” he whispered, letting go of my hand and turning to his brother. “Let’s go, Noah. Later, Blu.”

      Only two people called me Blu. My father and Tristan. Now Tristan was the only one. He called me that when he was trying not to be Broken Tristan. When he played into the Tristan most people saw. The boy who came to school high and with busted knuckles or face. The boy who smoked in the parking lot. Tristan, whose name always followed mine.

      “I thought you broke up with him.” My mother hauled the vacuum from the hall closet. “I don’t want him over here while Harold is around. I don’t want people getting ideas.”

      “Like that you have a heart?” Noah handed Tristan a Pop-Tart as they walked to Tristan’s car. I missed him, missed holding hands as we walked to class, missed the sound of his voice. I thought breaking up with him would prove I didn’t need him. That I wasn’t like my mother. I didn’t need a man. All it proved was how alone I was without him. How I needed someone on my side. Someone who cared when I wasn’t okay.

      “Evan Michael Blu, do not take that attitude with me.”

      “I don’t have an attitude.” Before my dad died, I hated the fact I had to bear his family’s ridiculous tradition of the middle names. My father was Michael Stewert; his father had been Stewert Joseph. And since my mother wanted no other children, I was Evan Michael. Blu came from my mother’s side. All the girls had colorful middle names. My mom was Violet—the color, not the flower. My aunt was Rose. Again, the color, not the flower. I got Blu, not even spelled like the color. I got the jackpot of shitty names.

      I was supposed to be Eva Michael Blu. But a mistake at the hospital turned me into Evan. My father loved it, so it stuck. In grade school, I told everyone to call me Eva until Tristan. He liked the name Evan better and said it fit me, so I was back to being Evan.

      And I was glad. My name was all I had left of my dad, thanks to my mother.

      “Yes, you do, and that boy always brings it out. Grab the Pledge and make yourself useful.” My mother motioned to the coffee table. “His father was a drunk, you know. Messed up in the head too. Why Laura settled for him I’ll never understand. She was a good girl, came from a good home. Just like you.”

      And if Tristan had come from a “good home,” my mother would be ready to marry us off. My friends wouldn’t question why. My teachers wouldn’t frown when Tristan and I walked into class together, his arm flung over my shoulder, his mouth pressed to my hair as he told me how much he loved me.

      “She and I were cheerleaders together.” My mother rattled on about the “good old days” back when she had been homecoming and prom queen. She loved to remind me she had been a cheerleader and class president. She still thought those things mattered. Like those made-up titles were the deciding factor in how the world should treat her and those who hadn’t been lucky enough to get one.

      That was what living in a small town would do to you. It kept you small. My mother wanted those same titles for me. Like a dowry for my future husband. And here we have Evan Michael Blu Carter, the girl with a boy’s name, but she was class president in tenth grade, a cheerleader in ninth, and the best part, she has all her teeth. I tried cheerleading during my freshman year. But then I discovered sex with Tristan, and it was either the squad or him.

      And a bunch of giggling girls couldn’t compete with sex and Tristan.

      Besides, I wouldn’t need those silly titles. I wasn’t going to stay in this small town. Tristan and I had bigger plans. We’d leave together. We’d get an apartment and live big lives away from these small people. I looked back to the door that Tristan had just left through. It was only a kiss. He swore he hadn’t slept with the girl. And we had a history. A good history. A history I wanted to build my future on.

      I watched my mother carefully make vacuum lines in the beige carpet.

      I wouldn’t end up like her.
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            CODEPENDENT SOULMATES

          

        

      

    

    
      On Sundays, Tristan and I would meet in the field between our two houses. Actually, there was an abandoned parking lot, railroad tracks, and a field that separated our houses. But it was walkable, and Tristan used to do it almost every night up until two weeks ago.

      Tonight, we didn’t walk it hand in hand like we normally did. Tristan walked next to me, picking the seeds from the long grass. He didn’t tell me about gym class, and I didn’t tell him about the stupid things Anna said. And that was hard because he was my best friend, and I missed him so much. I missed seeing him every day, falling asleep to the sound of his heartbeat. I even missed the bad nights, the ones filled with tears and bruises.

      “Here?” he asked, dropping the blanket in the tall grass.

      “Sure.” I wanted to press fast forward and get past this part. The part where we either fixed us or we didn’t. I wasn’t sure what to do if we didn’t. I’ve never thought about my life without him. Never thought about making a future with someone else. We had to fix us.

      Tristan spread the blanket out amongst the tall grass. “Let’s get this over with,” he said, lying down.

      “Fine.” I flopped down next to him.

      “Well?” He looked over at me. His lip and left eye were still bruised.

      “You’re the one who wanted to talk.” I flipped through the pages of the magazine that was part of my lit homework. I hated how weird it was between us. I loved him. We had been through so much together and yet it felt like we were a million miles apart. In two different worlds.

      “Me? I thought this is where you’d yell at me, we’d fight, and then we’d make up.” He rolled over and stared up at the evening sky. “So, yell at me. Tell me what a fuckup I am. How I can’t do anything right. I’ll say I’m sorry and we’ll move on.”

      Those weren’t my words. Those were his mother’s and I hated that he believed that about himself. “I’ve never said that. Don’t say I said that,” I said, pulling my knees up to my chin. “And I don’t believe you’re a fuckup.”

      I looked down at him lying on the stupid cartoon blanket my grandmother had given me a few years ago. His dark clothing and sharp edges clashed with the bright yellows and blues of the blanket. There was no doubt Tristan was the best-looking boy in our school, and if he had been born to a better family, he would have been the homecoming king and popular. Now, he was just the bad boy the good girls liked to whisper about.

      “I know. I’m sorry. Again.” He sat up and rested his chin on my shoulder. “Tell me what to say to make this all better.”

      That was the problem; I didn’t know how to fix this. This seemed like such a trivial thing compared to everything we had been through, and yet it still felt like a big moment. One I should want closure on.

      I flipped through the magazine, stopping on a page with the words: “Are They Your Soulmate?” written in bold block letters. “I’ll make you a deal.” I pulled away a bit. “If you pass this soulmate quiz, I’ll forgive you.”

      “And if I fail?” Tristan looked over at me.

      If he failed, then the stars were wrong. “Please don’t.”

      He settled back on the blanket. His dark hair covered the bruise by his left eye. Three weeks into Tristan’s and my relationship I learned how bad James could get. Tristan had called; something had happened, and he wondered if he could bring Noah over. He showed up at my house with a busted mouth and bloody nose. I didn’t know what else to do, so I brought them up to my room. I tucked a then six-year-old Noah into my bed, and then I cleaned Tristan up in my bathroom. He was fourteen. Before that night, he had brushed off the bruises and black eyes from fights at school or from work. I was naive to what was happening in that house. Some days, I wished I still was.

      “What’s the first question?” he asked.

      I lay down next to him. “If I lost my memory, what memory would you tell me about?”

      Tristan twisted to face me. “Are we alone?”

      It was hard to be this close to him and not touch him. Not kiss that stupid mouth of his. “I don’t know. Why does that matter?”

      “Because.” His eyes moved down my face, landing on my mouth.

      “Fine, we are.” I rolled over on my back, holding the magazine over my head.

      “Then I’d show you, not tell you.” He pulled me closer and slid his hand up my shirt, nuzzling my neck. “Our first night together.”

      I was only seventeen, closer to eighteen, and I knew people would say that I had no idea what I was doing. That young love was dumb love. But those people also said mothers and fathers loved their sons and daughters. They didn’t hit them or die of cancer. So, what the hell did they know?

      “In the back seat of your car?” Our first time wasn’t some magical moment where everything was perfect. The act was a mess of arms, legs, and elbows. I had no idea what I was doing. But it wasn’t the act I remembered the most. It was how close I felt to him at that moment. Nothing else mattered but him and me. Sex was how we reconnected, and I missed that connection. “Do we have to go back to your car, or can you show me right here?”

      Tristan moved closer, sliding his hand up to my breast, his mouth inches from mine. I moved to kiss him, but he pulled away. “Forgive me first, and I’ll show you right here.”

      It would’ve been so easy to just forgive him. Put all this behind us. “Would you think less of me?”

      “What? No. Evan. Why would you think that?” He sat up.

      I shrugged, looking at the magazine. Because that’s what Anna had said. That if I forgave Tristan so quickly, he’d think he could do it again. I think she called me a “doormat.” She knew more about this type of stuff than I did. Boys were shitting on her all the time.

      “Blu.” He took the magazine. “Talk to me.”

      “If I forgive you this easily, what’s stopping you from doing it again?” I didn’t want to cry. Tears never fixed anything. They hadn’t fixed Tristan the night his dad tried to kill him, and they hadn’t brought my dad back.

      He ran his hand over his face, cussing when he hit the cut on his lip. “You did nothing wrong that night. I did.” I watched him struggle with the words. “It won’t happen again because I won’t let it. I hate myself for what I did to you. I promise it will never happen again.”

      I sat up and ran my thumb over his bottom lip. It had started to bleed again. In time I hoped the memories of that night would fade. But right now, they were still so raw. It was Anna’s birthday, and I had wanted one night of being a stupid teenager. Tristan said he had to work, so I went out.

      I walked into the party and saw him, his cheeks flushed, his eyes glassy from whatever he was high on. The girl laughed at me. Tristan didn’t move his smile sharp enough to cut me. He didn’t care he was hurting me. I thought I could play the same game. So, I found Austin, homecoming king and star of the football team. The opposite of Tristan. And I let him kiss me.

      Tristan pressed his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry, Ev. If I could go back and change that night, I would. I would take it all back. Please.”

      “I forgive you.” I breathed out. I couldn’t take the hurt anymore. His. Mine. Any of it. I couldn’t take the worrying about him every night. I couldn't take being away from him.

      He let out the breath he was holding and kissed me. It was soft, and like so many of his kisses, it carried with it the sharp taste of blood. I leaned into him, feeling the tension in his muscles loosen. My world finally felt like it should.

      My mother said I was codependent. If I was, I learned it from her. She had been codependent on my father and now Harold. But that didn’t make sense to me. Weren’t couples supposed to be dependent on each other? I don’t think that was a bad thing. Whatever Tristan and I were, adult Evan could deal with it. Right now, I didn’t care.

      Tristan pulled away, cupping my cheek. “Are we okay? I mean, there are still a couple of questions on the quiz.” He glanced down at the magazine.

      “Yeah.” I let him pull me down onto the blanket. My hand slipped up his shirt and rested on the flat plane on his stomach. Dusk was just starting to creep into the field, and the setting sun cast the field in a warm glow. I inhaled the sweet smell of the grass and Tristan.

      Tristan picked up the magazine. “Let’s see if I would’ve answered the next question correctly. What is your happiest memory?” He thought for a moment. “I still have to go with our first time together.”

      I looked up at him. “Are all your answers going to be the first time we had sex?”

      “Probably. That was a huge moment in my life.”

      “Mine too,” I whispered. I wasn’t his first which was probably for the best since one of us should have known what the hell we were doing. What little I knew about sex I had learned watching movies or from sex ed, and both of them were very wrong.

      “How about you?” His voice rumbled in his chest.

      That was easy. “The first time you kissed me.” It happened after a football game. Tristan and his friends walked behind me and Anna, daring us to go through the woods. There was a rumor that was the place high schoolers went to do drugs and get blow jobs. We were in eighth grade, and those things seemed scary. Tristan said he’d go if I went. So, I did.

      “That night after the football game? In the woods?” He seemed surprised. “Why?”

      “I didn’t think you liked me. You were Tristan.” The summer of our eighth grade year, Tristan and a couple of other boys had left their round bodies of boyhood in the summer heat and stepped into the sharp edges of puberty. Tristan walked into eighth grade taller, and the hints of the lean muscle that he would hone over the years had started to show. His jaw was sharper; his eyes seemed almost greener. And I wasn’t the only one who noticed. That year The List started. A list of the hottest guys and girls in our class. Tristan and Anna were at the top of those lists; I was not.

      “Why would you think that?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t look like Anna or Chelsea. They had shiny blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and clear skin. My hair was dark auburn, my eyes somewhere between hazel and green. I had a splattering of freckles across my nose that in the summer spawned more. And in eighth grade, I had the body of a twelve-year-old boy. “I didn’t look like the other girls.”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. “That’s why I wanted to kiss you. I wish you’d stop listening to Anna. I had a raging hard-on after I kissed you that night.”

      I clicked my tongue and shoved him. “I’m talking about a moment that shaped my life, and you turned it about your boner.”

      “You think that didn’t change my life? Fuck, Ev, you pressed up against me that night was all I could think about. Your mouth. Your hands on my chest. Your mouth. I thought a lot about your mouth.”

      I had thought a lot about his, too. If I closed my eyes, I could see that night. Tristan was taller than me, so I had to look up at him. He stepped closer, and in that low voice that still gave me goose bumps, he asked if he could kiss me. He was the first boy I had kissed like that. Tongue and teeth. That was the moment I fell in love with him.

      I rolled over and watched the stars wink into existence. Tristan believed that our love was written in the stars. He said that meant we were destined to be together. I wondered if it had also been written that my father would die and Tristan would kiss another girl. That we would be lying here trying to put us back together. I wondered how much the stars really knew, and how much was yet to be decided?
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            SMALL TOWNS RUN ON RUMORS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you coming to Chelsea’s Saturday?” Anna checked her hair in my small locker mirror. “Her parents are at the cabin, so we have no supervision. And the football team may or may not be aware that Chelsea’s parents are gone. And a certain quarterback will be there.”

      Anna and I had been friends since the second grade. We had been inseparable until she found boys in the sixth grade and I found Tristan in eighth. “I don’t know. I have to work, and Tristan and I were going to do something.” To say that Anna hated Tristan would be an understatement. She detested him and everything about our relationship. But it wasn’t always that way. That happened in tenth grade.

      One day, she came over to my house, upset about something she had heard about Tristan. She demanded I break up with him immediately. When I wouldn’t, she told me he had done “something” to a girl in our class. When I pushed her for more information, she started crying and told me I needed to trust her. But by then, our friendship was falling apart, and I didn’t buy into the drama she thrived on. This wasn’t the first time she had tried to start shit. In seventh grade, she failed math, so she started a rumor our math teacher had beat up a kid.

      Anna groaned, leaning against the locker. “You’re back with him? Why? He had his hands down another girl’s pants.”

      Tristan missed school yesterday and didn’t show up at my house last night. He told me he was sleeping at his boss’s. Which meant he was sleeping something off. “It was up her shirt, and we talked.”

      “You mean he talked you out of breaking up with him.” Anna rolled her eyes and pulled a piece of gum out.

      I grabbed my social studies book, wondering if Tristan had gotten this assignment done. Mrs. Aldrich warned if I let Tristan copy off me one more time, she’d report me. I’m not sure to who. “No, he didn’t talk me out of anything. And why do you hate him so much?”

      “Because. Hey, Jason, you goin’ to Chelsea’s on Saturday?” Anna called out to one of the football players that walked by. “He’s cute, right?” she leaned in and asked me.

      “I thought you’re with Matt.” I was glad to be off the subject of Tristan. I didn’t talk to Anna that much about Tristan. In truth, Anna and I didn’t talk about much anymore. We had started to grow apart more after my dad died. A lot of my life revolved around his death. It was a point I would always refer back to. Anna didn’t understand how death affects everything. She thought I should ‘just get over it.’ It was death that taught me Anna’s life was pretty simple and more than my grief separated us. We were from two very different families.

      As kids, where our parents fit into the economic food chain didn’t matter. But then things like name-brand clothing and summer lake cabins sorted us into the haves and the have-nots. And after my dad died, I was definitely part of the have-nots.

      “I am, but…” She turned to me. “What are you going to wear? Not that, I hope.” Anna looked me up and down.

      I looked down at my jeans and Tristan’s hoodie. “What’s wrong with what I have on? I have social studies, not prom. And what’s going on with Matt?”

      “Nothing. And you won’t get Austin back, dressed like that.” Anna snapped her gum as the first warning bell rang.

      “Back? We were never together. We made out one night.” I pretended to be looking for something in the pile of notebooks, hoping to catch Tristan between classes. We hadn’t really talked since Sunday. I guess forgiveness took more than just saying the word.

      “You were at Twin Lakes with him.”

      “No, Anna, I was there, and he showed up.” Austin had told everyone he broke up with me because I wouldn’t put out. We couldn’t break up since we were never together. The truth didn’t matter because small towns ran on rumors. Lucky for me, at the same time there was also rumor that our principal was part of a motorcycle gang and killed two people. That was more exciting than me not screwing Austin.

      “Whatever. Austin’s more your type than that loser Tristan.” Anna ran her finger over the top of her textbooks.

      “No, he’s not.” Austin looked like a jock. His brown hair was cut short, and his designer clothes were always in style. People noticed him when he walked into a room. Not only because of his looks, but because his personality demanded it. I wouldn’t go out with him because I didn’t fit into the narrative of his life. I didn’t want to wear his jersey on Friday nights and cheer on the sidelines. Plus, he literally made me sick one night.

      “Yes, he is. And he’d be much better for your reputation. I didn’t want to tell you this but… people are talking, Ev. And not about your hair.” She didn’t look at me.

      “The hair incident” happened when I let her talk me into going blonde. No one told me going from auburn to blonde would leave me looking like a brass fireplace implement. “I don’t give a shit what people are saying about me.” I did, kind of. “What are they saying?”

      “It’s not about you, per se. It’s about him. They say he’s dealing drugs. Like, bad drugs. I saw him out at Shannon’s, you know.”

      “Why were you at Shannon’s?” I looked at her. Shannon was definitely not part of Anna’s social circle. He was Tristan’s boss and the known drug dealer in the county. He was a couple years older than us. He sold pot and whatever else to whoever had a buck or two. The drug dealing was a side hustle. His real business was working on anything with an engine, and that was what Tristan did for him.

      “You’re missing the point.” Anna pushed off the locker as the rest of the students started making their way to class.

      “No, I think you are. They are called rumors for a reason.” I rolled my eyes. Tristan’s life always made him the subject of most gossip. It also didn’t help he was the first boy to get his ear and nose pierced and to get a tattoo. At fifteen, Tristan got the letters F-U-C-K tattooed across the fingers of his right hand.

      “This time it’s true. Ashley T. said her brother bought from him.”

      Ashley T.’s brother was a liar. He had been sent to juvie twice and rehab once. He dropped out of school and worked at Ortin’s gas station selling cigarettes to underage kids. “Well, if Ashley T. says it, then it must be true. And so we are clear, what are bad drugs?”

      Anna looked around the hallway before stepping closer. Everyone in this school smoked pot. Even the quarterback of the football team. “Cocaine.”

      “Anna, seriously, you’ve been watching too many crime shows.” I knew Tristan did more than pot, especially when things at home got really bad. Which seemed to be happening more and more lately.

      “Fine, don’t take me seriously, but I don’t think the U will let you in if you’re screwing a drug dealer.”

      I heard Tristan before I saw him. That low timbre I could pick out in a crowded room. “Well, at least they’ll know I’ll be able to pay my tuition with my boyfriend’s bad drug money.”

      “God, I’m a drug dealer now. Last week I was just a pothead loser.” Tristan shook his head as he opened his locker.

      “You still are a loser. I’ll see you in class, Ev.” Anna rushed off down the hall.

      I closed my locker and hugged my books to my chest. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine. Why?” The cut on his lip was healing but was still like a flashing sign for everyone to see. Most kids thought he got into a fight with someone his age. That was easier to believe.

      “Tristan.” I could hear the teachers telling students to get to class.

      “Ev, it’s fine.” He slammed his locker shut. “I might have to work tonight. Do you think Noah can spend the night? I’ll tell Mom he’s going to a friend’s.”

      He was hiding something. “Sure.” I waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, I pushed off the lockers. Apparently, we weren’t okay and I didn’t know what else to do. “I gotta get to class. Drop Noah off whenever.”

      “Ev.” He grabbed my arm. His hair was still damp from gym. It always curled more when it was wet. He opened his mouth to say something but stopped.

      “Evan? Tristan?” A teacher rounded the corner. “Aren’t you two supposed to be in class?”

      “Things aren’t good. I can’t leave Noah at home. It’s nothing more than that.”

      “You promise.” I let him pull me closer.

      “Yes, I promise. I’ll come over tonight when I’m done with work. Okay?” He pressed his forehead to mine

      “Okay.” I closed my eyes, leaning into him. Tristan Anderson and I were so tangled up in each other that even when he pulled me close to kiss me there in the hallway with the teacher threatening to write us both up, I didn’t care about my future, only the perfect mouth pressed to mine.
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      “What are you thinking about?” Tristan ran his hand up the back of my shirt.

      I watched the dark outline of the trees sway through the small window of the tree house. My father had built it for me when I was Noah’s age. The wall still held some of my childish artwork. Misshapen horses and unicorns. The glow-in-the-dark stars I had stuck on the ceiling were still there. Not as bright but still glowing green.

      “That you should quit smoking.” He was so pretty all stretched out on the mess of blankets and pillows. In the low light, it was easy to ignore the bruises and damage his parents caused. In a different life, his looks would’ve opened lots of doors. But in this life, they were the reason James hated him.

      He took the last drag and crushed the cigarette out. His words came out in gray puffs of smoke. “Will that make you stop looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?” I twisted to face him.

      “Like that. Like you feel sorry for me.” He twisted a piece of my hair around his finger.

      “I don’t. This is the look that says I know you are hiding something from me.” When I made Noah dinner tonight, he asked if Tristan would be moving in with me since Laura had kicked Tristan out of the house for being on drugs. Noah had been worried Tristan wouldn’t have a bed to sleep in. That wasn’t what a ten-year-old should be worrying about.

      “I’m not hiding anything from you.” He sat up and lifted my hair, running his nose along the back of my neck.

      I closed my eyes as he slid his hands up the front of my shirt. I wished we didn’t have to worry about things like bad mothers and dead fathers. I wished we could be more like Anna and Austin. They didn’t have to worry about things like that. Their life was easy, not sad. I looked over my shoulder. “Noah told me what happened last night.”

      Tristan pulled away, taking a deep breath. “It’s not what you think. You don’t have to worry. Alright?”

      I turned to face him. “No, not alright. If you want me to stop worrying, then don’t do shit that makes me worry. Don’t shut me out.” He thought if he didn’t tell me, he was protecting me. He wasn’t. Maybe if I knew what was going to happen, it would make it easier to deal with. Okay, not easier. I don’t think seeing your boyfriend vomiting blood ever gets easy. But at least I’d be more prepared.

      Tristan ran his hand along the back of his neck. “I don’t need your pity. I can take care of myself.”

      I looked down at my hands. “It’s not pity.”

      “Then what is it? You think I can’t handle James?”

      “No that’s not it.” I touched the bruise on his wrist. That was never it. I didn’t want to lose him like I lost my father. That’s what death taught me. There was no warning. One day my dad was here and the next the hospital bed was empty and all proof he existed, gone. “I don’t want to wake up one morning, and you’re gone. Like my dad.”

      “Blu,” Tristan moaned, pulling me into his embrace. “I’m not going anywhere. But sometimes I need to get my head straight. And sometimes you can’t fix it.” He tilted my chin up. “Okay?”

      “You don’t have to do this alone.” When things got bad, I worried that Tristan would have enough and give up. That James would break Tristan into a million tiny pieces, and I wouldn’t be able to put those pieces back together again.

      Tristan took my hand. “What if I’m like him? And I hurt you like he hurt her?”

      That was Tristan’s fear. Not which college he’d get into. Not about failing math. But catching the sickness his father had. I hated it when he was afraid. He spent too much of his life being afraid. “I’m not. You are nothing like your father.”

      “What if I⁠—”

      “No.” I pressed a finger to his lips. I had never been afraid Tristan would be like James. Others had warned me; a school counselor even pulled me out of class to talk to me about dating abuse. That just proved that no one really understood Tristan. But he didn’t let a lot of people in. It was safer for Noah. If Tristan got taken away, who would watch out for Noah?

      He took my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist. Then he pressed his words into the sensitive spot at the base of my neck. I couldn’t think when his mouth was on me. When his tongue traced my neck and his hand slid up my shirt, cupping the thin fabric of my bra. This was the part boys my age got wrong. The parts before sex. The soft words and kisses, the exploring. The parts I loved with Tristan. I loved running my finger over the sharp jut of his hip. Along his ribs and shoulders.

      When Tristan lifted his head, I knew what the darkness of his eyes meant. My heart raced as a pressure grew low in my belly. Two weeks had been a long time without reconnecting. I would straddle him on the floor, and he’d push into me, and the world around us would cease to exist. The stars would be close enough to touch and the air too heavy to breathe. Nothing would matter in those soft, desperate moments but us.

      “Ev.” The low hum of his voice made my body liquid.

      “Yes,” I whispered into his mouth. My hands tugged at his shirt, at his belt. I wanted all of him. The good and the bad. The parts that would break me and the parts that would love me. He tugged his shirt over his head. Yellow bruises marred his perfect skin.

      “Don’t go there,” he whispered as if he could read my sadness. “I’m still here,” he said as he pulled my shirt over my head.

      I slid out of my jeans, not thinking about him being alone in the bathroom, his father screaming, his mother doing nothing. “I’m sorry,” I whispered as he slid out of his jeans. So many people had failed him. I didn’t want to be one of them.

      “Hush,” he said, pulling me onto his lap. “Are you still on the pill?”

      I nodded before it started. Before he pushed me over the edge, tangling our strings of fate even more. Before my thoughts of James and death scattered.

      Before I let Tristan Anderson consume me.
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      The stars were already high in the sky, and soon the dawn would claim her place in the sky. The wooden floor of the tree house cut into my hip. I rolled over on my back, and Tristan lit a joint. I never wanted this to end. For us to not be together. When I was with Tristan, I didn’t have to be anyone but me. When I was with Austin, I had to be That Girl.

      The one who didn’t have bad days when she realized her father wasn’t waiting for her at the hospital. Or got angry when my mother reminded me how ill-equipped she was to be a mother. Austin needed a girlfriend who had it all together. Who cheered at football games and wore his jersey during pep rallies. That was not me.

      Tristan handed me the joint. He had introduced me to pot. I would’ve found it sooner or later. Every party had an array of drugs: pot, acid, whatever someone could cook up in their garage. I liked being high over drunk. I still felt I was in control when I was high.

      I also liked what my future life looked like when I was high. It looked good. Happy. In the pot haze, Tristan and I weren’t screwing in a tree house while his little brother slept in my room. There were no bruises or broken mouths. No mother bitching about wet towels. Just me and Tristan.

      I couldn’t wait to be done with the silly life of high school. In less than eight months, we would be graduating and leaving this little town. If I got into the U of M, we’d move to St. Paul so I could be closer to school. If not, there was Moorhead or Fargo. I would study psychology. Maybe I could come up with a cure for why women like Laura never left. Tristan would get a job and be free from his father.

      “You’ll come with, right?” I blurted out the thought that was mostly in my head.

      “I need pants, but yes. Where are we going?”

      I rolled over to face him. “Not now. But after graduation.” We hadn’t talked about it in a while. About us leaving. About life after college. We dreamed of going to California where the sun always shines. Or Australia. Anywhere but this stupid town with its little people.

      “Of course. How else am I going to pay for your school with all my drug money?” Tristan teased. His words came out in puffs of gray smoke as he dragged his finger over my stomach and hip.

      “She can be such a bitch.” I took the joint and inhaled. The sweet weed filled my lungs and made my body feel like rubber.

      “She’s just trying to protect you.”

      “From who?” I looked over at him. “Don’t answer that.”

      “Anna’s not the only one. Mrs. Peterson pulled me aside and asked if I needed to talk to anyone.”

      I groaned. Mrs. Peterson was the school guidance counselor who had emailed me saying she’d like to see me. “I guess I know why she wants to talk to me.”

      “Do you ever feel like being with me isn’t worth it?”

      “On the days I find you kissing another girl, I have second thoughts,” I teased. There was no question he was worth all of it. Because between the bad and the blood, there was good. We’d have quiet nights together in the field. Warm summer nights on a dusty back road as we tried to outrun life. On Wednesday nights, when I closed the café, Tristan would be there to take out the trash, help mop, and drive me home. Darcy couldn’t be bothered to pick me up. She depended on Tristan as much as I did.

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” I looked over at him. He didn’t see the humor. “I’m kidding.”

      “I wasn’t.” Tristan sat up, searching for his shirt. The yellow marks wrapped around his side and spread across his back.

      “Well, I was.” I sat up and traced my finger down his spine. “What happened?”

      “Same shit. James came home, and Mom wasn’t home. Noah had tried to cover by making dinner. Noah and I crashed at Shannon’s.”

      If we hadn’t broken up, he would have stayed with me. Noah liked my house, even with Dar, better than Shannon’s. Shannon had too many people coming and going, plus I made better mac and cheese. I pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t.” He twisted to face me. The solar lights cast shadows over his features. “Don’t apologize for him.” Anger flashed in his eyes.

      “Okay.” I looked away. I wanted to say the word again. The stupid word that was supposed to make everything better. Sorry. It was a shit word. It’s what you said when you had nothing more to say. You said it when someone died. You said it when you stepped on someone’s toe or ran over their dog.

      “Ev.” He cupped my cheek. “I’m sorry. Things’ve just been shitty. I’m failing all my classes, and the school called my mom. That’s why she’s pissed.” Tristan pulled me onto his lap. The yellow light and pot made the world around us feel like a watercolor painting. Colors and shapes blurring together. “And yes. Anywhere you go, I will follow.”

      And I believed him.
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