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PENCHANT FOR TROUBLE

CHAPTER ONE

Huddling  in  the  car  probably  wasn’t  a  great
first impression. I couldn’t bring myself to care.
Hyping myself up enough to get out was going to
be a problem. Seven foster homes in the last six
years,  sprinkled  in  with  bouts  at  the  children’s
home should have made me immune to this by
now.

It hadn’t.
I  peeked out  the window,  swiping my brown

bangs out of my eyes. 
A nice looking couple stood on the front porch

of a nice house, holding hands. 
Oh no.  They looked excited.  The worst  foster

parents were the ones who started out excited. It
never ended well, when they figured out what a
disappointment I was.

A knock on the car door startled me. Lester. He
seemed okay  as  far  as  social  workers  went.  I’d
definitely had worse.

I  pulled  on  the  door  handle,  hefting  my one
backpack of stuff over my shoulder. At least I had
a backpack.  Most of  the kids used plastic  bags.
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The other kids at the home knew not to mess with
my stuff,  and a  foster  mom a couple  of  homes
back had gotten me the bag for school. 

She’d been one of the excited ones too.
“Now Trisha,”  Lester said.  I  didn’t  hear what

came next because of the roaring in my ears. It
didn’t  matter.  I’d  heard the speech seven other
times. I’d stopped listening around time number
three.  He  droned  on and  on anyway.  I  already
had his business card if I needed anything.

Yep.  These were definitely the excited type.  I
was probably their  first  foster  kid.  Lucky them.
All foster kids came with baggage. To be in foster
care, baggage was basically required. But I came
with a little extra, and of the paranormal kind.

But  they  didn't  need  to  know  that.  No  one
knew. Except my mom, if she was still alive. 

The couple at least had the decency to wait on
the porch until Lester was done with his lecture.
He led the way forward, and the woman took a
small  step  in  our  direction.  “Hi.”  She  grinned
brightly. “I'm Nina.”

The  man  kept  his  hand  on  her  shoulder,
smiling,  but  not  quite  as  huge.  “And  I'm  Dan.
Inza.”

I  nodded  toward  them,  a  just-enough-to-get-
by-without-being-rude  nod.  They  already  knew
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my  name.  They  thought  they  knew  everything
about  me,  since  they'd  read  my  dossier.  But
thinking  was  a  part  of  the  problem here.  They
didn't  know my secrets, least of all the big one...
And they never would. I didn't need to end up as
some  experiment  at  a  black  ops  government
facility.

“Do  you  want  to  come  inside?”  The  woman
asked.  Nina.  It  would be good if  I  remembered
her name, even if I didn't end up here for long.

“Or  we  could  skip  inside  and  shoot  some
hoops.”  Dan  grinned.  "I'm  always  up  for  some
hoops.”

“No, thank you.” I pushed past them a bit and
stepped into the house.

It was nice. At least the entranceway, with the
wood  floor  and  stairway.  And  it  smelled  good.
Like freshly baked cookies. Much better than the
last place I'd stayed. The people there had been
decent, but the house had been pretty old. Some
of the kids at the home would kill for a place like
this. Plenty of money, obviously, for a place like
this in D.C. A little cash here, a little there, could
easily go missing without them noticing.

But I didn't do that. For some reason, I never
could. I sure could use it though. I had quite the
appetite, and it was hard to hide without a little
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extra cash to run and grab some fast food when I
needed it.

Nina  crowded  in  behind  me,  and  I  stepped
forward to keep her out of my space.

“Your room is upstairs,” she said. “Would you
like to go there first? Or the kitchen? We could
just do a whole tour.”

Dan  and  Lester  were  still  out  talking  on  the
porch. 

Good. Only one hovering new 'parent' to deal
with for a bit.  “I don't  need a tour, just tell  me
where my room is and I'll get out of your hair.”

“Oh,  wait!  Before  we  forget.”  Nina  reached
forward like she was going to grab my hand, then
thought better of it and turned it into a follow me
gesture.  She bustled back outside,  me following
slowly. No reason to get the fosters mad already.
It'd be nice to chill  at a decent house for a few
weeks before they got tired of  their  do-gooding
and sent me back to Waterton Heights.

“Lester,  can you help us  out  before you go?”
Nina handed him a camera as I stepped back out
onto the porch.

Oh, great. Another 'family' picture. How many
of those had I been in? A bunch. Too many, for
sure. Most people had one, maybe two, families.
Not me. How lucky.
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I didn't make the effort to smile. They wouldn't
even have the time to get it printed or up on the
wall.  That's  how this  worked.  At  least  with  me
never getting close to any of these people, I never
revealed  things  I  shouldn't.  On  purpose,  or  by
accident.

“How about a silly one?” Dan asked.
“Can I check out my room now?” I answered,

without  saying no.  I  should actually  be kind of
proud of myself for that. 

“Sure, honey, of course you want to check out
your room,” Nina said. She headed for the house,
turning  to  wave  over  her  shoulder.  “Thanks,
Lester! See you next week.”

Next week, when he'd have to come and check
on me, see how I was doing. If we made it that
long. It wasn't guaranteed.
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CHAPTER TWO

The stairs inside were pristine. I watched Nina
take off her shoes inside the door, and copied her.
I  didn't  try  to  get  kicked  out  of  places.  It  just
happened  eventually,  every  time,  so  no  use
getting attached. But I could milk this for a bit.
My own room, not being packed in around other
kids all  day every day, made it much less likely
that people would notice I  wasn't quite human.
Or, not human at all.

I knew how that would end, if someone found
out.  With  my foster  parents  dumping  me,  first
thing.  There wasn't  a lot of  loyalty to some kid
you took in, especially if you found out there was
something very, very weird about them.

Following Nina up the stairs, I took in the feel
of the house. Peaceful, after the chaos that was a
part of every children's home that had more than
ten kids. Yeah, I wouldn't let being here make me
soft,  but  I  sure  could  get  used  to  this  if  I  let
myself. Until I found out what was wrong around
here, and wanted out. That happened more often
than not.

There  was  a  short  hallway  at  the  top  of  the
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stairs, with three doors. Nina led me to one and
pushed it open with a flourish, putting her hand
out to usher me in.

I  was  nearly  blinded.  Purple.  Purple,
everywhere. I blinked a couple times, trying to get
my eyes to focus.

“Here it is! It isn't too much, is it? I just love
purple,  it's  such  a  happy  color.”  Nina's  smile
faded when I didn't answer, being distracted by
the room and all. “You hate purple, don't you?”

I did hate purple. And I physically could not lie.
“Purple is a popular color.”

Nina beamed. “Oh good. I  was so worried.  It
took us forever to find a comforter that matches
the  walls.  We can  always  re-paint,  if  you  want
something else.”

I  walked  over  to  the  bed  and  dropped  my
backpack on it. “It's fine.” I could deal with it for
a month or whatever. Maybe I should make a bet
with myself about how long it lasted this time. It
wouldn't  be  the  shortest,  which  had  only  been
three days. But probably not the longest either, at
a year.

“Are you hungry? I didn't know what food you
like, so I picked up a few options for supper.”

“I  like  almost  anything.”  And  I  was  always
hungry.  That  went  along  with  the  whole  not
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human thing, but I didn't need to mention that.
“Okay,  I'll  give you a few minutes.  I'll  go get

started on supper.” She paused at the door to grin
at me. “We're so glad you're here.”

I  nodded  at  her,  not  sure  how  to  answer
without  lying.  Just  because  this  seemed  like  a
decent place, and I did have my own room, didn't
mean I'd go as far as to say I was glad to be here.
It  took  a  little  self-convincing  to  make  myself
believe it was going to be okay without the added
pressure  of  trying  to  convince  her  too.  She
seemed  nice  enough,  but  sometimes  that  went
away pretty quickly.

Which was good. Fakeness of any kind drove
me crazy. Ironic, when I was pretending to be a
human.  But  maybe that  was  why.  I  was  forced
into a box to keep myself safe, and I didn't like it.
But I sure wasn't going to try and find out what
happened if  I  didn't  stay hidden.  There was no
taking that back.

I  sat  on  the  bed  next  to  my  backpack  and
bounced a couple times. Nice mattress. Maybe I
was the first person to sleep on it. Weird thought.

Stalling, I bounced up and went to look in the
closet.  A few clothes in my size,  but not much.
She was probably the 'let's shop together, it will
be  fun,'  type.  I  sighed.  The  allure  of  that  had
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faded a few homes ago.  An attached bathroom.
Nice.  So  when  I  inevitably  got  grounded,  I
wouldn't  have  to  leave  the  room.  Not  that  I
wanted  to,  seriously,  but  somehow  I  always
screwed up. I threw myself across the bed for a
moment of peace.

My  few  minutes  while  Nina  started  supper
were  up.  First  meals  were  so  awkward.  But  I
might  as  well  get  it  over  with.  Sitting  here
thinking about it just made it worse. And this was
probably going to be especially awkward. In my
experience,  first  meals  went  way  better  when
there were other kids around to distract some of
the attention. 

Without them, it was time for me to get all the
regular questions. What happened to your dad?
Where's your mom? How long have you been in
foster  care?  Stuff  they  knew  from  my  file,  but
asked anyway because they couldn't come up with
any  better  questions.  And  then  we  got  to  the
questions  they  thought  they  were  asking  slyly,
like have you ever thought about being adopted?

Wonderful.
But  hey,  at  least  there  was  food  involved.  It

couldn't be all bad. I loved food. And needed a lot
of it. I'd literally gone hungry way too many times
to count, just because I didn't want anyone taking
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note of  my much larger  than average appetite. 
Wouldn't it be ironic if that's what gave me away,
instead of something a little more... weird?

I walked out of the bedroom and moved to the
stair rail, stopping to listen for a second. Dan and
Nina  were  talking  downstairs,  pots  and  pans
clanging.

If  I  really  tried,  I  could  make  out  bits  and
pieces. One of the many advantages I had over a
regular  ol’  human.  And maybe  over  one  of  my
kind too, but I didn't know. The only other of my
kind I'd ever met was my mom, and I'd been too
young to know to ask these kinds of  questions.
She had things she wanted to teach me, but this
hadn't been one of them. 

Dan  said  something  about  church  in  the
morning.

Ugh. They'd probably try to make me go. They
weren't  allowed  to  force  me  by  law,  but  there
were  lots  of  ways  to  put  pressure  on  a  teen
without  actually  forcing anything.  Good thing  I
didn't  have  any  friends  they  could  ground  me
from  seeing,  nowhere  to  go  either.  Great.  Our
first fight, so soon. Maybe I wouldn't even make it
the month I'd thought I would.

Dragging my feet,  I  shuffled down the stairs,
and followed the kitchen sounds up the hallway.
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Maybe I should have taken Nina up on that tour.
Nah. I'd figure it out.

The  kitchen  was  really  nice,  without  being
gaudy. Decorated well, everything clean and tidy.
This  would  be  the  kind  of  kitchen  Nina  would
have.  The rest of  the house that I'd seen so far
was the same. 

They didn't  notice me at first,  and I let them
laugh together, looking really happy. A twinge of
guilt hit me. I'd change that. They'd disagree on
how to handle things, they'd fight because of me.
I'd  seen  it  happen  already,  in  house  number
three. Hopefully kicking me out had saved their
marriage, because that's what I'd been told was
necessary.

Ah well. I hadn't liked them that much anyway.
That's what I told myself. 

“Oh,  hey!  Didn't  hear  you  come  in.”  Nina
smiled at me, and I almost believed things were
going to  be different  this  time.  But  I'd  thought
that too many times before. She held out a plate,
piled high with steaming food.

Oh no, mac and cheese? Why did it have to be
mac and cheese. I hated mac and cheese. It may
literally be the only food I refused to eat. I took
the plate  from Nina and stared down at  it,  my
stomach roiling even looking at it. My mom had
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made us mac and cheese at least once a day, and
sometimes  up  to  four  since  I  needed  the  extra
meals.  And  she  usually  made  it  in  a  hotel
microwave  or  over  a  fire  at  a  campground.  It
always  ended  up  gross.  The  noodles  uncooked,
but the cheese tasting burnt. I still couldn't do it,
and it had been years since I'd seen my mom.

“Thanks,” I got out. I turned and headed for the
stairs,  hoping  against  hope  that  they  wouldn't
want the awkward either and would let me go. No
such luck.

“We eat meals together,  Trish,” Dan said.  He
wiggled  his  eyebrows  at  Nina  and  went  to  the
stove to plop an extra helping of mac and cheese
onto his plate.

Well. I hadn't really expected it to work, but it'd
been worth a try. I moved over to the small table
in  the  corner  and  dropped  my  plate  onto  it.  I
looked past the macaroni long enough to notice
that there was some fruit and nuts on the plate, as
well as a stack of cookies. 

Now the  cookies,  those  I  could  get  behind.  I
didn't even care what kind they were.

I  pulled  out  my  chair  and  hesitated.  Every
house had its order of doing things. Learning that
order  was  one  of  the  worst  things  about  being
passed around. Every time I thought I had things
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figured out, it was time to start over.
Stupid things that you learn to think about, like

was this seat one that either Dan and Nina always
sat in for meals? Humans were creatures of habit,
and I didn't want to start off badly just because
I'd sat in the wrong spot.

“Go ahead,” Dan encouraged.  He went to the
other  side  and  sat  his  nearly  overflowing  plate
down, pulling a chair out at the same time. 

Nina came over  with her much more modest
plate and sat beside me.

I started to take a bite, but paused when Dan
and  Nina  joined  hands.  They  both  held  their
hands  out  to  me,  but  dropped  them  after  an
awkward moment of me not taking them.

“Thank  you  for  the  food.  Thank  you  for  the
company.  And  thanks  for  giving  us  Trish,  you
know just what we need. Amen.”

Expecting some big long ordeal,  I didn't even
get  my  eyes  closed  before  Dan's  popped  back
open and he winked at me. He grabbed his fork
and went to town on his mac and cheese.

“Don't  mind  him,”  Nina  said.  “He's  always
hungry.”

Ha. They had no idea what always hungry was.
Even  his  man-sized  appetite  probably  wasn't
anywhere close to mine.
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“Get  all  settled  in  upstairs?”  Dan  asked
between bites.

“Yep. Everything is nice, thank you.” I pushed
the  macaroni  around  on  my  plate,  then  ate  a
couple apple slices.

“If you don't like the color, we can paint. We
saw purple was your favorite.” Nina smiled again.
She hadn't even taken one bite of her food. Maybe
she  was  nervous  too.  And  that  explained  the
purple. I'd gone through a big purple faze when I
was  younger,  and apparently  it  was  still  in  my
file.  “And I  was thinking we could go shopping
sometime,  whenever  you're  feeling  settled.  Get
you some clothes that you like.”

And there it was. The dreaded shopping. Each
foster  mom  was  different  on  what  they  found
acceptable,  how  much  they  wanted  to  spend,
which  stores  they  were  willing  to  support.  The
first month at each new place was exhausting as I
figured  out  the  rules,  and then  half  the  time I
didn't  make  it  much  longer  than  the  month
anyway.  Wasted  time.  Not  that  I  had  anything
better to do with it.

“We're going to church in the morning. You're
welcome to come,  but don't  have to,”  Dan said
after  a  moment  of  silence.  Were  they  as
uncomfortable with the silence as I was?
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Nina smiled brightly. “We'd love to have you.”
That was it? They were going to leave me alone

in  their  house  on  the  first  day?  They  weren't
worried about me cleaning them out and going on
the run? They needed to go read some foster kid
stories or join some support group or something.
Not that we were all bad, in fact there weren't a
lot  that  were.  But  that  tended  to  be  the
perception. That, and that we'd be so grateful to
the fosters for taking us in that we'd do whatever
they wanted. Ha.

“I'll  just  stay  home.”  This  was  it.  Where  I
discovered if I'd just failed a test or not. I shoved
the  macaroni  around  on  my  plate.  Maybe  if  I
mushed  it  up  enough,  they  wouldn't  notice  I
wasn't eating it. 

“Okay, I bet you'd like to sleep in, get caught up
on some rest. Maybe next week.” Nina's smile was
still  the  same brightness  level.  Maybe  it  hadn't
been a test, just a question. Hard to know. I filed
away the info for later. It didn't take as long to get
things figured out anymore, and it made life way
easier. “Tea or lemonade?”

Just like that? Just straight to tea or lemonade?
Something was wrong here. They were being that
fake nice that every set of foster parents had for
the  first  week,  that  was  nothing  new.  But  they
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weren't  trying  to  force  rules  on  me.  Weren't
trying to make me live up to expectations that I
didn't know about. Maybe this whole thing was a
setup. What if they knew something was off with
me, and this was some weird experiment?

Nina was still sitting there, a questioning look
on her face as she held up an empty glass.

“Oh, uh, lemonade please.”
She filled the glass to the brim and handed it to

me, before filling another with tea and handing it
to Dan.

“Do you not like macaroni?” Dan asked.  “We
thought it was something everyone liked.”

I  wasn't  everyone.  I  wasn't  like  anyone,
actually.  I  took a small  bite.  The flavor hit  me,
delicious  in  a  way  I  totally  didn't  expect.  The
cheese just right,  and a kind I didn’t  recognize,
the noodles perfectly cooked. But I almost gagged
anyway.  “So  good,”  I  got  out  from  behind  my
mouth being full. And it was, or I wouldn't have
been able to say it. But it still made me sick, on
principle.  I  swallowed  without  chewing,  and
reached for my glass of lemonade, choking a bit
as I gulped it down.

“You don't  have to eat it  if  you don't  like it,”
Nina said. “I can make you something else.”

Here's  where  it  started.  My  first  failure.  The
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first of many, until  they decided I wasn't worth
the struggle. Or, they did have an idea what I was,
and anything I did or said wouldn't matter, they'd
keep  me  anyway,  watching  me  for  whatever
government  department  controlled  them.
Paranoid? Yeah, a bit. But I got that honest after
living most of my life on the run with my mom.
“May I be excused?”

“You've hardly eaten,” Nina said. She sounded
upset. Great. I'd done it already.

“Go ahead,” Dan said. 
I stood.
“At  least  take  your  cookies.”  Nina  gestured

toward my plate. 
I couldn't argue with that. I swiped the cookies

and  headed  for  the  hallway.  Pausing  at  the
bottom of the stairs, I could easily make out the
conversation going on behind my back now that
I'd left the room.

“Was  it  something  we  said?”  Nina  asked.  “I
don't know what we did wrong. She doesn't like
mac  and  cheese?  Who  doesn't  like  mac  and
cheese,  I  picked the least  likely  to  not  be liked
meal.  Maybe  the  lemonade  was  gross?  I  don't
know, Dan.”

“It's okay, it wasn't about us. Moving in has to
be really overwhelming. It'll  get better, I'm sure
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of it.” Their voices stopped, and I could imagine
Dan pulling Nina in for a hug. 

What  would it  be  like,  to  have  unconditional
love  like  that?  Ha.  There was no such thing as
unconditional  love.  Maybe just  less  conditional.
Less conditional love would be really nice, where
one little screw up wouldn't end me back up at
Waterton  Heights.  Not  that  I  ever  did  a  little
screw up. All or nothing, right?

I  climbed the stairs,  went  into my room and
locked the door behind me, before going over to
look  out  the  window.  Second  floor,  but  that
wasn't really a problem. At least for getting down.
A tree, decently close. That would have to do for
getting back inside. I slid the window half way up
and studied the screen. Not hard to take in and
out. Time to go and find something to eat on my
own.
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CHAPTER THREE

A  week  went  by,  Dan  and  Nina  and  I  all
dancing around each other, figuring out the new
normal. I kind of wished it was fall or winter, just
to get out of the house. As much as I hated school
and  all  the  problems  that  went  with  it,  it  did
provide a nice out. 

As  it  was,  I  spent  a  lot  of  time in my room,
bored. 

Today I was helping Nina though. She'd asked
for  help  in  the  kitchen  nicely,  but  I  got  the
impression she wasn't  really  just asking.  Fair.  I
was eating all their food, even with supplemental
trips out at night sometimes when whatever we'd
had for supper didn't cut it. Those wouldn't last
much longer though, I was about out of cash. 

“These  plants  have  been  growing  so  much
better since you moved in.” Nina sent me a smile,
plucking some leaf off some herb in the window
sill that she'd tried to tell me the name of about
five times and I kept forgetting. “Must be all the
sunshine you bring into the house.”

Ha. Me, sunshine? No one had ever accused me
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of  that  before.  I  may  be  the  least  sunshiney
person I'd ever met, and I lived in an orphanage
half the time. She was just trying to butter me up.
Why did she want me to like her so much? Made
me wonder if she knew. If somehow they'd found
out, and that's why I was here. 

“What's  Dan  do?”  I  asked,  as  casually  as  I
could, throwing some of the tomatoes I'd cut up
into the pot on the stove.

“Oh, he has a tedious government job. I won't
bore you with the details.”

A government job. Great. Just great. But what
kind?  There  were  way  too  many.  Maybe  he
worked in construction. Ha. It seemed like a big
coincidence  that  I'd  landed  in  a  home  with  a
government  employee,  but  I  was  just  going  to
have  to  leave  it  as  coincidence  unless  I  saw
something that made me think otherwise. Really,
with  as  many  homes  as  I'd  been  in,  it  had  to
happen eventually. I tuned back into Nina for just
a second to see what she was going on about.

She was telling some story about talking to a
lady  at  church,  but  it  wasn't  something  that
needed  my  attention.  I  wasn't  ignoring  her  on
purpose, I just had a lot on my mind. Staying here
had been really nice, but if my mom came back to
get me at Waterton Heights, I wouldn't be there.

20



PENCHANT FOR TROUBLE

And it wasn't like she could just go up and ask
someone  where  I  was.  She'd  left  me  on  the
doorstep when I was nine, and I guess that was
frowned upon.

I didn't care. I knew she had a reason, even if I
didn't know what it was. Hopefully it had nothing
to do with what had happened the week before
she'd  so  abruptly  gotten  rid  of  me.  The  skiing
accident, and the tipping point after it.

No. It wasn't that. She wouldn't reject me for
what I was. Not when she was too.

Oh  shoot.  I  should  have  been  paying  more
attention to the tomatoes I was chopping. I sliced
my finger. No pain for a second, then it hit in a
flash. Blood dripped, and I barely got my other
hand under it before it hit the floor. No, no, no,
no.  My  nose  flared  as  I  tried  to  control  my
breathing.  This couldn't  be happening.  I  turned
my back to Nina, looking for something, anything
to wrap around it. 

This was it. I'd be found out, over something so
stupid.  Blood pooled in my palm. It  would run
over  onto  the floor  if  I  didn’t  get  this  handled.
She'd look at me with horror and disgust on her
face, probably a good bit of fear too, and then call
the cops, or the FBI, or whatever.

Hurry up, hurry up, I chanted in my head. The
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pain was mostly gone.
“And then I asked her what day it was, because

I  was  so  tired  I  couldn't  even  remember.  Sad
huh?” Nina's words hardly registered. 

I  moved  over  to  the  sink  and  turned  on  the
water,  grabbing  a  wash  rag  to  pretend  I  was
getting it wet. I scrubbed the blood off my hand,
thankful that the wash cloth was a tasteful black,
and about dropped to the floor when my muscles
got all loose in relief. The wound was gone, and
Nina hadn't noticed.

“Are you okay, honey?” she asked.
“Fine.”
She  moved  closer,  hovering  a  bit.  “Are  you

sure? You look a little pale. Did I say something
that bothered you?”

“I said I'm fine.” I rinsed out the rag and threw
it in the sink, heading for the stairs. I needed a
couple  minutes  to  break  down  a  bit  without
anyone watching. That had been close. Way too
close. 

“Don't go far,” Nina called after me. “Dan has a
surprise.”

Oh great. A surprise. That always turned out so
well. I made it to the stairs and dropped down to
sit on them, dropping my face in my hands for a
second.
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The  sound  of  Nina's  feet  coming  across  the
wood floor toward me almost sent me running up
the stairs.  But I  stiffened up and sat  straight.  I
was no coward, running from stuff.

“Hey, you okay?” Nina moved to sit beside me,
and I slid over to give her space. Not so much that
I was giving her approval to sit as I was making
sure we didn't touch. 

I didn't answer her, so we sat there in silence
for a bit, until her phone dinged. She stood.

“Dan's  back.  We  got  you  something.”  She
caught herself before reaching for my hand, I saw
it. But she still grinned and booked it toward the
front door.

I  pushed myself  up and followed her,  slowly.
More pretending. Whatever it was they'd gotten
me,  I'd  have  to  like  it,  right?  They  were  doing
something nice for me, I should be grateful. Blah,
blah, blah. But right now wasn't really the time. I
was so not up for this at the moment. 

Stepping out the door behind Nina, I came to a
dead stop. Dan was standing there, a big grin on
his face, surrounded by three bikes. “Tada!”

Bikes.  They'd  gotten  all  three  of  us  bikes.  I
froze, mind completely blank. Why would they do
that?  Didn't  they  know  I  wouldn't  be  here  for
long? 
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“We thought we could go riding together,” Dan
said. “And get you all up to speed for when school
starts. It's only a few blocks away, and I thought
you might like the independence.”

“Nice.”  I  turned  and  walked  back  into  the
house going straight up the stairs.

“Trish?”  Nina's  voice  followed  me  up.  She
sounded hurt, confused. 

Yeah,  me too.  They had to stop pretending I
was actually part of their family. It never worked
out like that. They weren't going to convince me
that  this  time  was  different.  No  way  was  I
opening myself  up to that much hurt.  If  I  lived
here  too  long,  I'd  get  comfortable.  If  I  got
comfortable, I'd stop being careful. Today was the
perfect example. I just had to keep my head down
until I was old enough to get out of the system. I
didn't  need a  family.  Especially  one that  would
turn their back on me as soon as they found out I
was different.

Humans didn't seem to like different. My mom
had  warned  me,  almost  every  day.  Had  even
made me promise not to tell them. And a promise
was a serious thing to my people.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Dan and Nina  got  over  the  bike  thing  pretty
quickly. But we never ended up riding together.
The weeks blended into months. I started school,
something I dreaded every time, but it went fairly
well.  Nina  made  a  big  deal  about  my  fifteenth
birthday.  I  got  used  to  being  there.  Got
complacent.  And  then,  I  noticed  something
following me at school.

The  first  time  I  got  the  feeling  of  being
watched,  I  was  putting  my  stuff  in  my  locker,
getting ready to head into math. The hair on the
back of my neck rose, and I broke out in a cold
sweat. I looked around, but didn't see anything.
Or anyone. I shook off the feeling, and went about
my day, chalking it off to being paranoid.

It  didn't  happen  again  for  over  a  week.  But
when it did, I recognized it right away. That sick
feeling  of  something  not  being  right.  A  quick
check up and down the hall didn't show anyone
that  shouldn't  be  there.  I  ran  and  hid  in  the
bathroom  until  the  first  bell  for  class  rang.  I
didn't need to be sitting in class early and open
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myself up to more problems with the other kids.
School  was a rough place for  foster  kids,  and I
never  took  the  time  to  get  to  know  anyone.  It
wasn't like I was going to be around long enough
to make any true friends. I just kept telling myself
that, even after being with Dan and Nina for three
months. 

After that day, I was careful to never be alone.
And I watched everything, all the time. But I only
got the feeling once more, and it wasn't at school
this time. I was biking home after getting out of
school late. Not detention, exactly, just a talking
to, when I felt it. Now what? Lead it home, or put
myself in danger by being around strangers? If it
had anything to do with who I really was, I didn't
want any of that following me home.

At this point, it was starting to make me mad.
I  pedaled  hard  to  the  closet  gas  station,

dropped my bike at the door without taking the
time  to  lock  it,  and  ran  inside.  The  bell  rang
furiously with how hard I swung it open, barging
in and pushing the door closed behind me.

“Jeez,  Trish,  don't  break  the  door.”  The  guy
behind the counter knew my name. All of them
around here did, with how often I stopped to buy
pizza or hot dogs. “Everything okay?”

Why was everyone always asking me that? “I
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need  some  food.”  My  answer  didn't  follow  his
question, and was always true.

He shrugged.  The three people who normally
worked the hours I visited all knew how seriously
I took my food.

I took off for the food racks, dodging between
them until  I  was out of  sight of the front door.
Maybe coming in here hadn't been such a good
idea. I didn't have an exit. I popped my head over
the bags of chips long enough to find an employee
only  door  on  the  far  end.  Did  it  just  lead  to  a
backroom? Surely there was an exit  back there.
For fires, or taking out trash, or whatever.

I didn't end up needing it though. After waiting
a minute, the feeling went away. Whatever it was,
it  hadn't  wanted to  come in  after  me.  I  waited
another solid five minutes before poking my head
up.

“Can't  find  what  you  want?”  the  clerk  yelled
from  up  front.  “I'd  think  you'd  have  it  all
memorized by now.”

How  long  before  he  actually  started  getting
suspicious?  The  threat  seemed  to  have  passed.
Whatever  it  was  hadn't  stopped  me  at  school
either time, so it must be letting me go here too.
But I couldn't let it know where I lived. 

I made my way to the front, throwing a random
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box of  candy on the counter that I  hadn't  even
checked to see what it was.

“ChocoRama?” the clerk asked as he rung me
up. “I've never seen you buy ChocoRama before.”

“Trying something new.” I smiled at him, but
there were too many teeth and it even felt fake.

“Okayyy.” He took my money and handed me
the change. “Have a nice day.”

“Thanks.”  I  bolted  for  the  door,  shoving  the
change  and  the  chocolate  into  my  pocket.  I
grabbed my bike  and  jumped on,  scanning  the
area  for  anything  out  of  place.  Absolutely
nothing. 

Sitting  there  for  just  a  moment,  I  squinted,
trying  to  see  if  anything  was  there  that  wasn't
really there. Not that I'd tell anyone that. I'd end
up in a  psych ward instead of  at  the children's
home.

Still nothing.
I pushed off with my bike, gliding forward for a

second before taking off. I darted down a street to
the left and pedaled like I'd never pedaled before.
Darting into alleys and around neighborhoods, I
kept an eye over my shoulder as much as I could
without  crashing  into  anything.  I  rode  fast  for
over fifteen minutes, glad that for once being me
was a good thing. It was hard to make me tired.
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The air  was  icy,  and even I  was  having  a  hard
time keeping my face warm by the time I pulled
up at home.

After shoving my bike into the garage, I darted
into the house.

“Trish? Is that you? You're late, I was about to
send  Dan  looking  for  you,  he  should  be  about
home  from  work  by  now,”  Nina  called  from
somewhere in the house. The sound of her voice
sent warmth through my chilly body.

“Yeah, just me.”
Safe.  I  felt  safe.  When was the last  time that

had  happened?  Even  after  whatever  was  going
on.

I didn't know. And I didn't like it. That's how
you  got  hurt.  When  you  started  feeling  like  a
place  wasn't  just  a  place,  feeling  like  it  was  a
home. No sir, that wasn't going to happen to me.
Not again.

“I've got cookies. I can heat them up and throw
some ice cream on top.”

No. I couldn't get this comfortable.  I  couldn't
start  expecting  things  like  cookies  when  I  got
home.  And  if  I  was  being  followed...  Was  my
stalker human? Or was it... something else?

Nina's  head  popped  out  into  the  hallway.
“Want some?”
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“No, thanks.” I avoided eye contact, running up
the stairs. Throwing my bag on the bed, I rushed
past  it  to  the  window.  The  street  outside  the
house  was  about  empty,  pretty  normal  for  this
time of day. Nothing out of the ordinary, at all.
How long until this happened again? A week? A
month? And what were its intentions, whatever it
was? I had to keep Dan and Nina out of this. The
number one reason being the whole ‘not wanting
humans  to  know  there  was  more  thing.’  Of
course.  That  was  the  only  reason.  I  didn't  care
about their safety. They were just fosters. I didn't
care about anyone. Anyone but my mom, and I
didn't even know where she was.

Yeah. Obviously the whole not being able to lie
thing  didn't  apply  when  we  were  talking  to
ourselves.

I stood at that window until Nina called me for
supper, alternating between being terrified about
the  fact  that  something  was  stalking  me,  and
terrified about the fact that some small part of me
had started to care about the humans in my life. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

The library became my escape. I wasn't reader,
but it was somewhere I could get on the internet
and  do  whatever  I  wanted  without  worrying
about  Dan  or  Nina.  I  still  checked  over  my
shoulder all the time, but at least I found the right
time of day where most humans were doing other
things and I didn’t have to worry about them.

Nina, of course, was ecstatic that I wanted to go
to the library, and let me go whenever I wanted,
for  as  long as  I  wanted.  I  made sure  to  switch
computers all the time, trying to spread out my
search history.

Something was following me, and I never saw
it. There had to be some myth or something out
there about that. And being out and about meant
that  I  wasn't  home  as  much,  which  meant  if
whatever it  was ever decided to confront me, it
wouldn't  be  with  Dan  and  Nina  around.  Less
chance of discovery. Yeah, right, that was it.

About my third time in, I noticed a really cute
guy pass by with a stack of books. I tried not to
look,  but  it  was  pretty  hard.  I  wasn't  even
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normally into romance, so it surprised me, but he
was gorgeous and I couldn't help it. I had more
important things to worry about than boys. But
that didn't mean I wasn't still a teenage girl.

Weeks  went  by  and  the  feeling  of  being
followed never came back. I still spent time at the
library,  but  it  was more about  independence at
this  point,  and  not  so  much  about  sneaky
research that had led nowhere. The DVD section
was  getting  boring.  I  didn't  have  a  TV  in  my
room, and every time I tried to watch a movie in
the living room, Dan popped some popcorn and
Nina made a little blanket fort and they watched
it with me.

My time with them was almost up. I'd made it
past  the  average  length  I  made  it  anywhere.  It
had been a good run,  but  I  needed to  distance
myself. 

That way I didn't shatter when I went back to
Waterton  Heights.  Because  that  was  inevitable,
no matter  how much I  liked where I  was now.
Naw, not liked, was comfortable at. Sure. I'd go
with that. It sounded a bit better.

I  wandered out  of  the DVDs and over  to  the
mythology  section.  I  spent  a  lot  of  time  there.
Thankfully  this  was  a  big  library  and  I  wasn't
much  of  a  reader,  so  I  never  really  ran  out  of
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material.
I grabbed a book on legends about the fae and

made  my  way  over  the  lounge  section,  settling
down in one of the comfy chairs. These were the
kinds of books I didn't want to take home with
me. Didn't need to be giving anyone any ideas. 

“Hey.”
I hadn't even heard the cute guy come over to

me. How had I missed that? He surely couldn't be
talking  to  me,  could  he?  He  was  definitely  a
senior,  at  least.  This  mythology  book  was
somewhat interesting, but for sure not interesting
enough for me to miss THAT.

He just kept looking at me though, like he was
waiting for a response. “Hey?” I said back, then
cursed myself for making it sound like a question.

“Mythology,  huh?”  He  smiled  and  my  heart
skipped a beat,  which was weird because I  was
not the romantic type. My mom had never talked
about my dad, leading me to believe things hadn't
ended well  between the two of  them.  It  soured
things  a  bit  with  my  attitude  toward  men.  “I
prefer the Irish version of stuff.” He stuck out his
hand, like some guy in his fifties. “Name's Wade.”

I shook his hand, feeling kind of weird about it,
but also weirdly excited, like this was the start of
something. “Trish.” 
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“Wanna get something to eat?”
Was that  wise  when my time with the Inza’s

was  probably  drawing  to  an  end?  But  I  was
getting  pretty  tired  of  avoiding  my  fosters  by
being at the library. I could only spend so much
time  pretending  to  like  books.  Plus,  food. 
Everything was so confusing in my life right now.
I'd  almost  stopped  talking  to  Nina,  and  she
always  looked  sad  around  me  lately,  like  she
didn't  get  it.  Maybe  she  didn't.  But  I  did.  A
distraction didn’t sound so bad.

"Sure." Food. Another outlet for me, so I didn't
have to waste my time sitting around in a public
library  to  avoid  my  foster  parents.  Maybe
something  nice  was  happening  for  a  change.
Besides, what could go wrong?
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Thanks  so  much  for  reading!  I  hope  you
enjoyed! If so, you can follow Trish’s adventures
and mishaps in the Penchant for Trouble series,
starting here with book one:

http://www.amazon.com/Regen-Cassie-
Greutman-ebook/dp/B079VDMTD5/

Thanks again!
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