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  Preface



This book is Young Adult and as such none of these things are gone into any grand detail to still keep it appropriate for the young adult age range however I feel it is important to know what you are getting yourself into when picking up a book, especially if it could cause potential harm to the reader. 




This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss the following: 




Child abuse (Mentioned as Backstory)




Emotional abuse (mentioned as Backstory)




Sexual assault towards a minor (Mentioned as Backstory)




Mentions of past abuse and traumatic reactions to triggering stimuli




I understand that these situations can be mentally damaging for some. Know that if this is the case for you, then your mental health is far more important to me than the fact that you read my book. Please take care of yourself.




If you do decide to read on but need or want any further clarification on the content in this book please do not hesitate to reach out. You can find me on most social media platforms or simply send me an email at rainewillis56@gmail.com.




If you decide that you don’t want to or can’t read my book after all, then I understand.







  Acknowledgments



I’d like to thank everyone who helped me make this book the best that it could be. 







Thank you to my cousin Ken, who informed me that all my names were wrong and helped me find the right ones.




Thank you to my mom, who not only listened to me ramble about these characters and helped me make sense of my thoughts but who read the terrible early drafts and helped me to improve them. My mom has always been nothing but accepting and supportive. This project would have never been half as good without her.




Thank you to my brother for cheering me on and helping me come up with ideas. And for always putting a smile on my face. You always bring so much joy and laughter into my life.
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  Chapter One: Just Another Fucking Foster Home

  
  




James P.O.V




I felt the cool glass of the window on my forehead as I stared out at the rolling hills and tall rocks just speeding by. I always liked the outdoors. People would let you down, but you could always count on the mountains to be where you left them. The leaves always changed and fell in the fall. Nature was reliable, predictable. Life is not.




We pulled off down a winding dirt road. After a few more minutes of driving, Pam, my social worker, pulled into the driveway of a two-story farmhouse. It was a baby blue color that was chipping in places and some of the shingles looked a little beaten down from years of rain showers and heavy snowfall. There was a swing on the porch decorated with floral pillows. The exact kind of house I’ve always dreamed of living in. Too bad I won’t be here long. Pam puts the car in park and I let out a sigh. I don’t know what the point is anymore. They are just going to be like every other foster family I’ve lived with. They won’t try to understand what I’ve been through. Instead, they’re just going to get mad at me for the burden I put on them. A burden, that’s what my last foster family called me before they sent me back into the system. They said I was too much work. They called me anti-social when I tried to escape from the noise of their endless social events, for god knows who. Soon none of it will matter. In two years I’ll be eighteen. Two more years and I would be home free, that thought alone is what kept me going. Then I wouldn’t have to try so hard to convince everyone that I’m fine. I can just leave it all behind and go somewhere remote. Somewhere I can be alone. That would be the dream. No more pretending, but until then I school my face to not show how I’m really feeling. A trick I picked up in the first of my many foster homes. No one cares what I’m feeling anyway. I get out of the car making my way to the trunk to grab my duffle bag. Pam gives me her best reassuring smile.




“I know it hasn’t been easy for you, but this time will be different. I believe we found the perfect family for you” she says




I smile tightly at her, she has said things will be different every time she drops me off with a new family. She seems like an okay person and I know she is just trying to make the transition easier, probably more for her than me but it never is different. Why should I believe that after four years of the same old bullshit that things will suddenly be different? I don’t say any of this because Pam is just doing her job. It’s not her fault no one wants the damaged kid. I walked up the pathway to the front door dreading what was to come. I take a deep breath while Pam rings the doorbell. It’s the sort of doorbell with a loud obnoxious buzzing noise that always feels like it lasts for days even though it’s only a few seconds. The door opens to a woman with pale skin and long brown hair that had been carelessly thrown into a bun on top of her head. I noticed that the front of her shirt was covered in paint but she didn’t seem to care. She was laughing, so carefree. I wished Pam would take me away before I could burden this woman. I couldn’t imagine that someone like this would ever want someone like me. Someone so broken and worthless. She’ll realize that soon enough and I’ll be off to the next shit show.




“It’s good to see you again Pam. Come on in. Dean is in the living room and Mateo is in the kitchen.” The woman greeted Pam turning to me and saying “You must be James, It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lina, come on in and you can meet the rest of the family”




I walked in to see a boy around my age sitting on the couch on his phone. His hair was the same shade of brown as Lina’s, his skin slightly darker. The thing that stood out most to me about the boy was the fact that he was wearing a bright pink polo shirt, not many kids our age wear polos. I wasn’t sure what to think of this strange boy sitting there in a polo and creaseless jeans. Lina speaks up and tells him to put the phone down and greet me properly. He stood up with a smirk holding his hand out for me to shake. I took his outstretched hand shaking it.




“Hey dude, I’m Dean. It’s nice to have you here” He said with a smile.




I very much doubted that he actually meant that. I had been in homes where the foster parents already had kids of their own and they were never glad to have me. The other kids would act like they were doing me a favor by telling me that I would never be a part of the family. It was like I didn’t already know that. I would never be a part of a family again. Not that my family was much of a family. We were just three people living under one roof. They just used me and threw me away until they felt the need to use me again. I don’t know why I would have wanted to have a so-called family once. All they ever did was hurt me. We’re told that our parents are supposed to protect and love their children no matter what, but that wasn’t the case for me. Neither my birth parents nor any of my foster families have ever wanted me. I learned very early on that a family was not in the cards for me. I just needed to put up with this crap for a couple more years, then I won’t have to be a burden to anyone else any longer.




A tall, muscular man with a beard, broad shoulders, and tattoos all along his arm walked into the room. He had dark skin and messy black hair. This must have been Mateo. At first glance, he was intimidating until I took in the apron that had the words ‘Kiss the Cook’ along the front in bright letters and was decorated with flowers. I wasn’t sure what to think about the Hernandezes. They were by far the strangest foster family Pam had ever placed me with. The warm smile he gave me made me feel a little better. I know Pam wouldn’t have brought me here if he was someone I needed to worry about. I still couldn’t get rid of the uneasiness I felt.




“Welcome, James. We are happy to have you here. I’m Lina’s husband Mateo”




He stuck his hand out for me to shake, just as Dean had, and I hesitantly took it.




“I was just about to start dinner. Would you like to help me?”




“I don’t know anything about cooking”




“We can fix that. Come on, I’ll teach you”




So I reluctantly followed Mateo into the Kitchen where he showed me how to dice onions.




“You’re a natural at this James that looks great”




“Thanks”




We stood there in the kitchen in compatible silence. Mateo only spoke in order to tell me the next steps at first. I realized that I started to relax a bit while I minced the garlic.




“This is nice. I could never get Dean into cooking and I love my wife dearly, but she shouldn’t be anywhere near the kitchen”




Lina pops into the kitchen with a smile on her face and says, “I heard that.” She walks over to Mateo, wrapping her arms around him and giving him a peck on the cheek. “And that’s why I married you”




“Is that so?”




“Yep.” She looks between the two of us. Her eyes finally land on me as she says, “You two seem to be getting along well. I think you’re going to be very happy here, James,” she gives Mateo one last kiss before walking out of the room.




“I’m gonna have Dean help me move that stuff into the attic”




Lina walked out leaving me alone in the kitchen with Mateo. I was nervous to be left alone with him but he seemed okay so far. We stood there in silence for a few minutes chopping the ingredients before Mateo looked at me and with a smile, he said “Olive making this”




Seriously? Olive puns, who was this guy? I just looked at him and started chopping another onion. With another quirk of his lips, he picks up the cheese saying, “let’s cut to the cheese.” I just rolled my eyes at the ridiculous pun, trying to hide my grin. Was he going to do this the entire time? He picks up the pasta saying “Penne for your thoughts’ ' as he dumps it in the pan. Apparently, he was. He couldn’t know that many food-related puns. Could he? He pulls the bread out of the bread box and smiles as he says “Y’all bready for this” I couldn’t help but smile, seriously what was up with all the puns?




“See I knew I could get a smile out of you.”




I finished chopping the onions and Mateo buttered the bread. He then added some spices and topped it off with cheese, putting it in the oven to bake. 
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  Chapter Two: Slobber In The Morning

  
  




Kevin P.O.V




I felt the bed move as the twins jumped up and down calling my name. Our dog Mouse hopped up with them giving me a very slobbery kiss to the face. I nudged him so he would hop down before wiping my face with my sleeve. Ew just what I wanted doggy slobber.




“Kevin. Come on It’s time to get up” Tyler says as he jumps on top of me.




His knees and elbow dig into me uncomfortably. He jabs me in the ribs with his elbow in his flailing and it hurts but I can’t find it in me to be mad. Tyler is just too adorable to be mad at and besides I knew it was an accident. He’s just excited and wasn’t paying attention. I had gotten used to being jab by ponty appendages. A hazard of being woken up by flailing, excited children.




“Yeah. You promised that you’d take us to the park today, remember” Tessa practically screams in my ear.




I can’t be mad at her either. Even though if she kept screaming in my ear like that I was pretty sure I would go deaf. I could never stay mad at them. They had me wrapped around their little fingers and they knew it. In fact, I had been at the mercy of the twins since they were born. One look at them and I was done for. And I had promised them I’d take them to the park. I smiled as I scooped the twins up into a big bear hug and they yelped in surprise.




“Alright, Alright calm down. I’m getting up”




The twins hopped down off the bed, grabbed a hold of my arms and dragged me downstairs to the kitchen where their parents Beth and Julia are making breakfast. The twins let go of my hands and ran to them. Mouse followed barking cheerfully. He was almost as tall as the twins at this point but still the playful pup at heart.




“Look, Kevin’s awake now we can go to the park,” Tessa says looking up at her moms.




“You can go after breakfast,” Julia says as she scoops her up and sits her down at the table. Tyler runs over sitting next to his sister.




“Good Morning,” I say to them as I grab the orange juice. Noticing that it’s almost gone I write it on the grocery list on the fridge.




“Morning dear. How did you sleep?” Beth asks as she flips the last few pancakes onto the tray, setting them on the kitchen table.




“Good”




“That’s good to hear,” Julia said, setting a bowl of fresh whip cream down on the table as Beth pulled the berries out of the fridge.




“Don’t let me forget to make the brownies for the barbeque this weekend” Beth said to Julia as she took the berries to the table.




“I won’t, in fact, I was going to go to the store after breakfast. We need more eggs and flour” Julia replied




I grabbed plates and silverware and began to set the table. I finish setting the table and we all sit down. I give each of the twins a pancake, topping Tessa’s with Berries and Tyler’s with whip cream just the way they like it. I Pour them each a glass of orange juice before sitting down and digging in myself. Mealtimes were my favorite times of the day because we always spent them together. No matter how crazy Beth and Julia’s schedules were or how many after-school activities the twins and I were involved in we always made time to have meals together. It was a nice way for us all to catch up with each other and have a conversation. No interruptions or distractions.




“Kevin, do you know if Ella and her family are coming to the 4th of July barbeque?” Beth asked me.




“No, her brother has a thing in Boston on the 5th so they won’t be able to make it” Eli was a member of a lot of different academic clubs and communities. He was always traveling for competitions and stuff.




“Is that the championships?”




“Yeah it is”




“Well you be sure to wish him luck for us,” Julia says




“I will”




We finish up breakfast and I run upstairs to get dressed while the twins pick out the toys they want to bring with us. When I get downstairs Tyler is struggling to hold the tote of toys. It wasn’t a very big tote but it was filled all the way to the top and Tyler was a little small for his age so it was no surprise he looked like he was about to topple over. I took the tote from him before it could take him to the ground and looked around to see if I could spot Tessa.




“Where’s Tess?” I asked Tyler




“She’s trying to get the frisbee out of the closet,” he told me




I walked back up the stairs to find Tessa with her top half inside their toy box. She had emptied most of the toys onto the floor in her effort to find the frisbee. There was an assortment of stuffed animals, building blocks and toy cars, boats, and trucks littered across the floor. It appeared that she had just chucked everything that was in her way on the floor behind her. I rolled my eyes at the mess in front of me. It wasn’t the first time one of the twins had emptied half the toy box out on the floor in an effort to find the one they wanted.




“Tessa, what are you doing?” I asked her knowing exactly what she was doing but needing to say something to get her to look at me. Besides, I didn’t know which frisbee she was looking for. We had a few different brands and designs.




“I’m looking for my frisbee. The one with the seahorses, not the seals it flys better”




I knew for a fact that those two particular frisbees were the same in every way apart from the design on them. I also knew there was no point in arguing with Tessa when she had made up her mind about something so I just went along with it.




“Okay, did you check the backyard you and Ty were playing with it last night with Mouse remember”




“Oh yeah I’m gonna go look for it”




Tessa started to run out of the room after the frisbee. I stepped in front of her.




“Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked, looking around at the mess of toys.




“Awe but Kevin there’s so many and I have to go find the frisbee”




“You know the rules. You have to pick up your toys or Ty and I will go to the park without you”




“You can’t! You promised to take both of us”




“Are you gonna pick up your toys?”




“Fine,” she said with a huff as she slowly started picking the toys up off the floor and throwing them in the toy box.




Once she was done picking up the toys she smiled up at me proud of herself.




“See Kevin, I picked up all my toys. Now can we go to the park?”




“Of course sweetpea, let’s go find your brother”




She raced out the door calling over her shoulder “the last one down the stairs is a rotten egg!”




I chuckled following after her. She got down the stairs first of course and gave me a big smile as she declared that I was the rotten egg. I pretended to look deeply defeated announcing I was no match for her superior speed. That she had beaten me again and I had no hope of winning against someone as amazing as she was.




Tyler came over to us excitedly holding the famous seahorse frisbee in his hands proudly.




“Here you go sis, I found it in the yard”




“Thanks, Ty,” she said, taking the frisbee from her brother with a smile.




There was a round of hugs and kisses between the three of us, Beth and Julia before we headed out the door. I buckled the twins up into their car seats. I hopped into the driver’s seat and buckled up and drove us to the local playground.




As soon as I stopped the car they were unbuckling themselves and rushing through the gates into the playground. Tessa made a bee-line for the swing yelling for me to push her while Tyler headed for the sandbox. We stayed at the park for a couple of hours before it was time to go home and put them down for their nap. While they were napping I went out to the barn and practiced with my guitar.
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  Chapter Three: Like an Exhibit In The Zoo

  
  




James P.O.V




It has been a few days since Pam dropped me off here and the more time I spend with the Hernandezs the more I feel like I don’t belong. Dean has been trying to talk to me every chance he gets and Lina is just so happy all the time I don’t know how she does it. The world is such a shit place and awful things happen all the time and there is nothing we can do about it. Despite it all, Lina somehow finds something to smile about. Half of me is angry with her for it and the other half is jealous. I wish I could be as happy and carefree as she is but it’s impossible.




I’m startled out of my thoughts by Dean’s voice. I believe he asked me a question but I’m not sure what it was. I look up at him and he repeats the question




“Have you always lived in Vermont?”




“No,” I say, confused. Why did he care?




“Where were you born?”




“Maine”




“It must have been awesome being so close to the ocean. You could go swimming anytime you what”




“Not really, I never learned to swim,” I say looking down at my hands. I try not to think about Maine or my birth parents much, it just brings pain.













