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Two Months Ago 

 

            “It’s been awhile since I’ve seen you.” Dr. Cynthia Crane 

said. She sat across the room with her legs crossed. There was a 

tear in her panty hose and it was driving me mad. 

            “You told me to come see you when I stopped writing.”  

            Dr. Crane didn’t speak. She picked up her notepad and 

jotted down her usual nonsense. “Have the nightmares gone 

away?” 

            “No, they’ve gotten worse and now reality and my dreams 

have sort of merged together.” I looked down at her torn stocking. 

She really needed to dress more professional or at least hide 

behind a desk. 

            “You are doing it again, aren’t you?” Crane stood up and 

walked over to the sofa where I sat. “You are suppressing your 

feelings; we talked about that.” 

            “I need to write my stories to get the thoughts in my brain 

out. It was you who taught me to write in the first place!” 

            “Tina, please calm down.” 

            “How can I? I have nothing; NOTHING!” I raced out of the 

office taking the stairs to the roof. I lifted the latch and the metal 

door banged the ground hard. 

            Dr. Crane followed me up. “I know you’ve lost a lot but 

you need to learn to deal with your feelings; you agreed that living 



 

 

in your stories was not healthy.” 

            “I know what I agreed to.”  

            “What is the problem then?” 

            I stared at the cheesy, pink plaza below.  They were typical, 

boring South Florida buildings. I paid little attention to them. What 

my eyes rested upon were the BMW’s, Mercedes’ and even a lone 

Lamborghini parked in front of her office. “How much do you 

charge your normal patients?” 

            “That’s confidential.” Dr. Crane sat on the wall, leaning 

backwards. “When I taught you to write as a child it was to get 

inside your head, I didn’t expect you to continue writing your 

whole life. Feelings are real, not make believe. Tina, you must 

understand this.” 

            “Well,” I took a deep breath, “What if you can’t determine 

between what is reality and what is fake any longer?”  

            “What do you mean?”  

            “Dr. Crane, did I really kill my grandmother or was that just 

a story I wrote?”  

            “Here’s a tissue.”  

I rubbed the tears from my face and blew my nose hard. “Every 

night I wake up screaming and it is destroying Gilbert. He won’t 

leave me. He thinks I am innocent but the longer I go without 

writing out my feelings and expressing them the more I feel like 

two people trapped inside one body. Am I crazy?” 



 

 

            Dr. Crane guided me back into her office and closed the 

door softly. She scrunched her pointed nose and glanced at the 

clock. I’d been at her office nearly three hours and probably cost 

her hundreds of dollars.  

            “Tina, I think my old methods may have been the problem. 

And because of that, I will offer you something truly radical. I have 

signed on to do a governmental experiment; kind of like the one 

you volunteered for a few years back except it is on human 

interaction.” 

            “Human what?” 

            “…Interaction. Listen to me, Tina. This project will force 

you to face reality but it will also scar you emotionally beyond 

repair. Can you handle that?” 

            “I don’t think so.” I blew my nose. 

            “It pays $100,000.00 to all participants who obey 

instructions. But, the money is not nearly enough for what you will 

be going through.” 

            “I told you I don’t think I can handle it so why are you still 

talking?” 

            “Do you want to see yourself for who you really are?” 

            “Yes, but,” 

            “Do you want to see Gilbert for who he really is? What 

about that friend of yours in Ocala?” 

            “Mariana?” 



 

 

            “Yes, that’s the girl. She would be a perfect candidate for 

this project.” 

            “What is the project, exactly?” I leaned forward. Dr. 

Cynthia Crane had the pointiest chin I’d ever seen. 

            “Oh, it is something that has never been done. You will be 

uncomfortable, many times you will feel helpless and trapped and 

you will even feel violated in many, many ways but you will  find 

yourself and you will  learn who you are and what you are willing to 

give up and to whom.” 

            “And you think this is good for me and Gilbert and 

Mariana?”  

            “Yes, I think this will change your lives forever.” 

            “Will I be ruining their lives?” 

            “No more than you have already.” Dr. Crane smiled. I 

wasn’t sure what to say to that. No more that I had already. Did I 

kill my grandmother? Was I destroying Gilbert’s life?  

            “This is going to be a good thing? You promise I will leave 

a better person?” 

            “No, I don’t promise that you will leave a better person but 

you will leave a different person.” Crane tapped her pencil on her 

notepad. “You will change and never be the same again.” 

            “No surgery involved, right?”  

She shook her head and smiled. “No, but there are risks 

involved. You will be tested beyond your comfort zones in all 



 

 

levels of interaction with the opposite sex.” 

            “Will Mariana and Gilbert be affected?” 

            “Some, but not like you.” 

            “And this is safe, right?” 

            “No one is going to die or lose a limb, if that is what you 

mean.” 

            “Okay, I guess one more experiment won’t kill me.” 

            Dr. Crane handed me a large manila envelope. She 

scribbled lots of notes and then set her eyes on me. “You will be 

angry with me at first but by the end of the project, I promise that 

you will be thanking me for changing your life.” 

            “You’ve never, really, let me down yet so, here’s to a better 

me.” We shook hands and just then, her receptionist tapped on the 

door. 

            “Your patients are waiting…still…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

One 

The Contract 

 

            “Did you see this?” Gilbert said. He dropped a big manila 

envelope on my coffee table. “It is from the same stupid company 

that nearly cost us our lives two years ago. Remember that exciting 

school?”   

            I loved it when he got all worked up. His nose scrunched 

and his brown eyes danced. “I saw it.” I answered, leaning back 

against the old soup green sofa. “It is not from the company. Dr. 

Cynthia Crane suggested we should participate.” 

            Gilbert combed back his black hair with his tan hand. 

“She’s the one that- 

            “That helped them escape.” I blinked my blue eyes and not 

because I wanted to. I was still getting used to the contacts. They 

dried my eyes out and itched when I put them in. “I had her send 

my old friend Mariana a packet too.” 

            “So you were a part of this whole thing? After everything 

she has done to us? What kind of person goes back for more 

abuse? I know who; my stupid cousin, Tina!" He turned abruptly 

and stomped down the narrow hallway to his room.  

            “Gil!” I called after him. He slammed his door. I dug into 



 

 

my back pocket for my cell phone. Gilbert was going to listen to 

me-just this once. My brown hair fell, covering my face. I dialed 

his cell and let it ring. Voicemail. “I can’t believe you are ignoring 

me!” I screamed into the receiver, tossing the phone onto the tile 

floor. The plastic backing loosened and my battery popped out. I 

just stared.  

            I got up and dragged my feet down the hall. “Gil,” I sighed, 

banging on his door, “Open up.”  

            “Get lost.” His door vibrated from the loud music he 

blared. “I am not going with you.” 

            “Did you read the contract?” I screamed over the music. 

“You get paid a lot of money; maybe even enough to buy your own 

place away from me.” 

            The door opened. Gilbert looked down at me. “Do you hate 

living with me?” He was tall and lanky. “We’ve been inseparable 

since Grandma Jan died. Now you want me to leave?” 

            “I don’t want you to go anywhere! Just wanted you to open 

the door and talk to me.” I grinned, holding up his manila 

envelope, “Lots of money, Gil. All you have to do is sign on the 

dotted line and complete the six month experiment.” 

            “Sign my life away for six months, you mean.” Gilbert 

grabbed the envelope from me and slammed his door again; this 

time in my face. 

            “Are you signing?” I teased, tapping on the door loudly. I 



 

 

banged my foot against the wood as hard as I could. “Let me in.”  

            “No, go away; you annoying pest. I am burning this crap 

and that’s that.”  

            “That’s okay. I figured you’d do something dramatic so I 

have a few extra copies hidden through the house for you.”  

            “Tina, you are a real pain in the-” He turned back up his 

music. Bass pounded against the wooden frame.  

            The doorbell rang and I skipped down the hall. A familiar 

shadow danced outside. 

            “Mariana,” I opened the front door. “It’s been a million 

years since I have seen you!”  

She pushed past me and ignored my outstretched hands. 

            “What sort of experiment have you signed me up for?” She 

frowned, holding up her crumbled manila envelope. “It says 

absolutely nothing about where we would be going, what we would 

be doing or how much of our soul we’d have to give up.” Mariana 

plopped down onto the sofa and tried to ball up her envelope. 

“Money is not the answer, Tina. Didn’t you learn anything?”  

            “Well, it is nice to see you too.” I whispered, walking to the 

small kitchen. It had old green Formica cabinets with rusted 

handles. Most of the drawers didn’t sit right anymore. 

            “Tina, I am sorry.” Mariana flipped her long brown hair 

over her shoulders so that it lay on the back of the sofa like a 

blanket. She blinked her brown eyes and attempted a smile. So 



 

 

fake. “Nothing that sounds this good could really be as easy as it 

sounds.”  

            I nodded, turning back to the gas stove. I got a bowl and 

filled it with my homemade chicken and rice soup. “I know you are 

right.” I admitted, handing her the bowl. “Let me get you a drink.”  

            “I’m not thirsty,” Mariana pushed the soup away. “Or 

hungry… Tina, can you turn off that music? It is giving me a 

headache.” 

            I blinked. Mariana irritated by loud music? Who are you 

and what have you done with my friend? “You love music.” I said. 

“Did you turn into your grandmother on your eighteenth birthday?” 

            “No, I just-” She began, “Turn it down! I hate this song. I 

just hate it.” She covered her face with her hands. 

            Shiesha did email me that Mariana’s break up with her 

boyfriend had made her really moody. “I’ll have Gil turn it down. 

He is mad at me too for his manila envelope.”  

            Mariana looked up, tears brimming in her eyes; “Is that 

your cousin? The one you used to always talk about?” 

            I nodded. “Yep, that's my Gilbert. He just turned eighteen 

two days ago with me. We’ve got the same birthday. He has the 

music on to tune me out. I was trying to recruit him before you got 

here.” 

            “The song is over. You don’t have to bother him.” Mariana 

decided. She stood up and stretched. “I missed you, Senorita.” I ran 



 

 

over and gave her a big hug. She squeezed me tight. 

            The music grew louder. I banged on the wall with my fist. 

“Gil, we have a guest.” The walls shook harder and Mariana 

laughed.   

            “He’s really mad at you! What kind of soup is that? I am 

getting hungry after all.”  

            “Chicken and rice,” Of course, you are; you are always 

hungry. “I made it myself. I even grew half those vegetables you 

are about to eat. I will get you a soda.” Mariana and food; She 

never could turn down something to eat. “So when you are done, 

how about you sign that contract? We might as well have one more 

adventure together.” I shouted from the kitchen. Mariana did not 

look up. She just slurped her soup. 

            “Yeah, well, the last adventure we took nearly cost us our 

lives. Do you remember that? This is really good, Tina, why don’t 

you go to school to be a chef?” 

            “With the money we make from this experiment I could 

just open up my own restaurant. Here’s your soda.” I tossed the 

coke can in the air. She caught it effortlessly.  

            “I could manage it.” She chimed in. “I’m great at 

decorating and I am a people person.” 

            “I wouldn’t go that far,” I blurted, “You could whip my 

employees in shape but I dunno about you being a people person.” 

            “What about your amazing social skills?” Mariana stood 



 

 

up, arms propped on her hips. “You can’t even look a hot guy in 

the eyes, let alone speak to him.” 

            “I’ve grown a lot since you last saw me.” I argued, opening 

the fridge. Okay, so I haven’t had a boyfriend since Jason but who 

would? He was trying to murder the ones I loved! Who would want 

to have another relationship immediately? “I may not go out every 

weekend like you and Shiesha do but-” 

            “From what I hear, you never leave the house.” Mariana 

snuck up behind me. I closed the fridge and handed her a cheese 

and crackers plate. “Cool, thanks.” She bit into a piece of Swiss 

cheese.    

            “I’ll have to leave the house for this experiment.”  

Mariana dropped her cracker and blinked. 

            “I never thought of it that way.” Gilbert said. We both 

turned to face him. He leaned against the hallway framework. His 

hair stuck up a little and his dimples appeared when he saw 

Mariana. “Hi, I am Gilbert, Tina’s cousin.” He smiled, combing his 

hand through his hair.              

            “Finally, a face to go with the emails,” Mariana said, 

shaking his hand.  

My mouth dropped. “You have been emailing Mariana?”  

His eyes did not drift from Mariana’s face.“Yes, I needed to 

talk to someone who knew you well.” He turned his attention to 

me. “You are becoming a hobbit, always staying inside and 



 

 

never calling back your friends. I think you are depressed.”  

            I took a deep breath. “I am not depressed.” Be believable. 

You are heart broken but he doesn’t need to know that. “I am not 

ready to date just yet. I will be back to my old self in no time.” I 

grinned, looking up at the clock. It was two o’clock already. The 

driver would be at the house shortly. “Will you please sign your 

contracts so that we don’t miss our ride?”      Gilbert narrowed his 

eyes. “I am only going because it will get you out of the house and 

maybe whatever we end up doing will knock you out of this phase 

you seem to be going through.”  

            I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed as tight as I 

could. He swung me around in circles. “Thank you so much, Gil. 

You won’t regret it, I promise.” I handed him a blue pen and took 

two copies of the contract out of the bread cupboard. “Mariana?” I 

held up the second contract. “One more adventure, please?” I 

smiled wide, showing teeth.  

            “Fine!” Mariana groaned. She snatched the papers from me 

and stalked back to the couch. “I will do it; But only because it will 

get you out of the house. If anything goes wrong, I am blaming 

you. You will be fully responsible for the outcome of this.” 

            “Okay, okay, just sign the papers already! The driver will 

be here any minute.” I ran to my room and grabbed two duffle 

bags. I dropped one next to Gilbert. “I took the liberty of packing 

for you.” 



 

 

            “You are so-” Gilbert began, tapping his pencil on the tip of 

my nose, “annoying.”  

            “I love you too.” I smirked, picking up my bag. There was a 

faint horn blowing outside. “Our ride is here.” 

            “What if they are paying you $100,000.00 to amputate your 

leg?” Gilbert questioned, stepping on his bag. “What will you do 

then? You’ve signed yourself up for something very big. No one 

makes you agree to something before you know what it is unless it 

is life altering or dangerous.”  

            “Let’s go,” Mariana said. “My bags are at the front door.”  

            “I will carry them out for you.” Gilbert offered. I smiled. 

My two favorite people together with me and they were getting 

along. “You must be tired from your trip up here.” 

            “Thanks for taking my bags,” Mariana grinned sheepishly, 

“It took me five hours to get here but I stopped a lot on the way.”  

            “I guess I am chopped liver.” I complained, pretending to 

be struggling with my duffle bag. Gilbert rolled his eyes at me. 

            “Give me your bag, Tina.” He stretched out his arm. I 

smiled. 

            “I was only kidding.” I told him. “We shouldn’t keep the 

driver waiting.”  

            There was a stretch limo out front. “We get to go in a 

limo!” Mariana squealed, jumping up and down. “Look Tina, it is a 

limo! I have never been in one before.” She crawled in first. I 



 

 

followed with less enthusiasm. Sodas and snacks filled the wet bar 

and there was a pile of DVD’s for us in the corner.  

            “Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.” Gilbert decided, 

crawling inside. He sat next to Mariana, opening a can of soda and 

pouring it into a wine glass, “Here is to our last adventure 

together.” He raised his glass and then took a big gulp. 

            “You are supposed to sip wine,” Mariana explained, taking 

the glass from him, “Like this,” She demonstrated, tilting the glass 

upwards. He watched eagerly.  

            “I am amazed at how talented you are.” Gilbert teased. He 

turned his body so that it faced only Mariana and gently laid his 

arm on the head rest. Maybe they liked each other a little too much. 

“Tina has told me so many stories about you and I must admit you 

are nothing like what I imagined.”  

            “Is that good or bad?” Mariana blushed deep red.  

            “Good.” Gil leaned forward and gazed into her eyes. “I am 

happy we are going to share this last adventure together with Tina.” 

            “Me too,” Mariana giggled, looking away. 

            “I think I am going to hurl.” I grumbled, pretending to gag 

myself. “Who are you and what have you done with my cousin?”  

            “You are just jealous.” Mariana teased. Yeah, and? “Maybe 

you will be the third wheel the whole six months.” I will not! 

“Tina, the hobbit, sentenced to be alone, with those she loves, but 

still all alone.” I was doomed. 



 

 

            “I can see why the two of you get along so well.” I folded 

my arms across my chest. “You are both dramatic, sentimental 

fools.” 

             “See this?” Gilbert held up his pointer and middle finger. 

“This is the world’s smallest violin-”, I tossed my purse at him. He 

laughed hysterically.  

            “How do the two of you live with each other?” Mariana 

inquired. “I can’t imagine how you’ve survived each other this 

long.”  

            “Prayer,” Gilbert announced, “Lots and lots of prayer.” He 

chuckled, kicking my purse back to me. 

            “I didn’t realize I was that horrible to live with.”   

Gilbert smiled wickedly. “She’s not so bad as long as you do 

not wake her up in the morning or speak to her before she’s had her 

cup of coffee.” Gilbert told Mariana. Was I really that horrible? 

“Last week her alarm was going off for half an hour and she was 

nearly late for work so I dared to knock. She threw a book at me 

and screamed all sorts of obscenities. I am surprised she still has 

her job after how many times she’s been late.” 

            The limo driver stopped in front of a tall metal gate. I 

buzzed him and he rolled down the privacy window. “Are we 

here?” I asked.  

            He shook his head. “You will be staying here for the 

weekend with some of the other volunteers.” 



 

 

            “Do you know what we will be participating in?” 

 The driver rolled up the privacy screen without a word. 

            “Sounds promising,” Mariana whispered. I shoved her. 

            “You were happy with the limo ride so don’t start your 

pessimism just yet.” I ordered, watching the gates open. Up ahead 

was a tall hotel type building about twelve stories high. The ocean 

was right behind it and it appeared like the place had its own 

private beachfront. South Florida and its beaches… 

            “I think he is stopping,” Gil informed us. The driver came 

to an abrupt stop and took quick steps to the side door. He opened 

it and smiled. 

            “You will need to take the elevator to floor ten.” He told us. 

“I hope you enjoy your stay at the Key West Inn.” 

            “Inn?” Mariana repeated, narrowing her eyes. “This doesn’t 

look like an inn to me.”  

            The driver did not respond. He took out our bags and 

placed them on a dumbwaiter. We watched him back up, turn onto 

the road and quicken his pace as he neared the exit gate. 

            Inside, Gilbert pushed the dumbwaiter and I pressed floor 

ten on the elevator. My heart pounded. “Gil, did you lock the front 

door?”  

            “I wasn’t the last one out,” He shrugged his shoulders.  

            “Well, my mom said she’d house sit while we were away.”  

The elevator stopped and its doors opened onto a large lobby 



 

 

with marble floors.  

            “Welcome to the Key West Inn.” The receptionist smiled, 

waving us towards her desk. She had curly red hair with light 

freckles on her nose. “I’d be happy to check you in.”            There 

was a guy with sandy blond hair and about a half a foot taller than 

me leaning against the counter. His arms were muscular and he had 

a nice round bottom. Backsides don’t always live up to the front 

side… He turned around and flashed bright green eyes at me. He 

smiled wide. So, his front side did. 

            “Hi, I am Brent. Are you here for the experiment too?” He 

flashed his pearly whites once more. I nodded, feeling my face 

burn.  

            “Contracts, please,” The receptionist said, holding out her 

hands. “I cannot issue room keys without them.” We both handed 

ours to her. She placed a white card in my hand and a blue card in 

his.  

            “I am on floor six, what about you?” Brent flipped over his 

card and squinted, “I am in room 215.” 

            I looked at my card and held it close to my face. The 

numbers were faded and barely visible. “I am on floor twelve, 

room 609.”  

            “No fair, I am on a different floor from you guys.” Mariana 

whined, placing her key card on the counter. “Can you put me in 

another room closer to my friends?”  



 

 

            The receptionist shook her head. “I am afraid the Doctors 

have arranged the rooms and do not want us to interfere.”  

            “But I am on floor two and Tina and Gilbert are on floor 

twelve. This sucks.” 

            “I will help you take your things to your room.” Gilbert 

offered. “I don’t mind.” 

            “You are a real gentleman,” Mariana grinned. “Where has 

Tina been hiding you?” 

            “Under a rock,” Gil laughed, picking up the bags from the 

dumbwaiter. “Shall we?” 

            Mariana and Gilbert didn’t even bother to say goodbye to 

me. Whatever. I turned back and stared up at Brent. His eyes were 

bright and intense. See, Mariana, I can make eye contact, if I want 

to. 

            “Where are you from? You don’t look like you were raised 

in South Florida.”  

            “I am actually from Mississippi.” He grinned. “Was it the 

accent that gave it away?”        

            “No, I didn’t detect a southern drawl.” I laughed, leaning in 

closer. “It was the cowboy belt.” I pointed down to his waist and 

smiled.  

            “Actually I am from Delray Beach, Florida.” He pulled out 

his dress shirt. “The belt was my mother’s idea. I didn’t have the 

heart to tell her no, especially since I won’t get to see her for so 



 

 

long.”  

            “Six months is a long time,” I let my bag slide off my 

shoulder. It was getting heavy.  

            “Can I take that for you?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. 

Brent leaned over and tossed the bag over his back as if it were as 

light as a feather.  

            We entered the elevator and pushed floor twelve. I looked 

at the lighted buttons and breathed heavily. “My room number is,” 

I began, squinting to see the numbers again. 

            “It is room 609.” Brent motioned for me to follow him 

down the hall. “I’ve got a killer memory.” He said, poking himself 

in the head with his finger. 

            And a nice butt.  

I grinned at him before slipping my key card in the door. 

“Thanks for your help.”  

He waited.  “Let me carry in your bag.”  

I unlocked the door and stepped inside. It was a small room with 

a full size bed and a desk. There was a bathroom and a coffee 

maker on the vanity.  

            “Typical hotel room; Maybe it really is just an Inn.” I 

reasoned. “Nothing seems to be extraordinary here.” I went over to 

the desk and picked up a pink piece of paper.  

            “What does it say?” Brent leaned over my shoulder. He was 

inches from me.  



 

 

            “It says we need to report to floor five for dinner. Hopefully 

we will get all the answers we need at this time.” I sat down on the 

edge of my bed. “The anticipation is killing me.”  

            “I just met you; don’t go dying on me yet.” Brent laughed. 

He winked before disappearing from my room. “See you tonight, 

Tina.” 

            “Goodbye, Brent.” I clasped my hands together. I smiled 

and dropped backwards onto the pillows. “See you at dinner.” I 

closed my eyes and fell asleep.  

 

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Two 

Billy Muff 

 

            “I am not sure who she is. But she is sleeping in my bed.” 

The voice was close. Was I dreaming? I rubbed my eyes and 

looked through blurry contacts at a male figure. A tall, scrawny 

blond with blue eyes leaned against the desk with his hand attached 

to the hotel phone. “She is waking up; I will have to call you 

back.” 

            “What are you doing in my room?” I mumbled, shaking the 

sleepiness out of my head. “Who are you?” 

            “I’m Billy Muff. Maybe they accidentally overbooked us. 

Let’s go down to the lobby and check with the receptionist.”             

“Are you here for the experiment too?” I questioned, breathing 

into the palm of my hand. “I’m going to go freshen up.” 

            “Dinner is in half an hour.” Billy walked over to the 

window and opened the drapes. “Look at that beautiful ocean. I 

can’t wait to get on a board.” 

            I just stared, half awake. “Are you a surfer?” 

            “Yeah, I am from California. What about you?” 

            “From all over Florida; Right now I live in Boynton Beach 

but I’ve been in Delray Beach, Ocala, Miami, St. Augustine-” 



 

 

            “Well, that’s nice. Can you hurry up and get ready so we 

can fix our living arrangement?”  

            I rolled my eyes at him and grabbed my duffle bag. 

Toothpaste, toothbrush, deodorant and gum... “Do you know 

anyone else who signed up?”  

            “No, my parents are friends with Dr. Montgomery.” Billy 

answered, uninterested in carrying on a conversation. He just stared 

out the window. Freak. I went into the bathroom and slammed the 

door hard. This was my room. Who did he think he was?      

            Billy and I walked several feet a part from each other all the 

way down the hallway and stood like statues in the elevator. 

Sometimes I glanced up at him. He wasn’t ugly. His eyes were 

gentle but his mouth was pressed tight and he kept his arms folded 

over his chest. I looked down at his shoes. He wore flip flops with 

long shorts and a dirty white tee shirt.  

            “Did you bring your surf board with you?” I asked; looking 

at the elevator buttons. 

            “No, I wish.” He laughed, softening his stance. “Do you 

surf?” 

            “I tried it once a few years ago. It is not as easy as it looks. 

You have to be strong to stand up on the board. Surfers are real 

athletes.” 

            “I know, right? I try to explain that to my parents all the 

time but they say I am bum.” 



 

 

            “Is that why you are here? They signed you up for this?” 

            “Basically, yeah; they used the money to appeal to me. 

They said I’d have enough money to live on my own for awhile 

and still be able to surf.” 

            We weren’t the only ones overbooked. Mariana and Gilbert 

and even Brent were downstairs with a few people I’d never met 

before.  

            “What’s going on?” I asked Mariana. Her face burned red 

and she did not look up.  

            “We’ve been overbooked.” Gilbert answered. “Hi, I am 

Gilbert.” He offered his hand to Billy. He turned his attention back 

to me. “Guess who I found sitting in my room?” 

            Santa Clause. “Who?”  

            “Take a look.” Gil motioned to a girl leaning over the 

counter. She bounced on the soles of her feet and argued loudly 

with the receptionist. She had long hair that went past her butt.  

            “Is that Erin Stanley?” I exclaimed. “Erin?” I hurried over 

and twirled her around to face me. She squealed and wrapped her 

arms around me. We jumped up and down. 

            “Tina, is that really you? Gil told me you were here but 

after what happened I never thought you would come you know 

what I mean?” Erin babbled on. She had a pointy nose and big 

round eyes that flashed when she talked. Always animated. “I’ve 

tried to call you a million times but all I ever get is your voicemail. 



 

 

What is going on?”      

“A million times?” Try three calls. “Are you still acting?” I 

hugged her tighter. She’d been my best friend for many years. I’d 

known her longer than Gilbert and Mariana. We grew up together 

until we were nine years old.  

            “Yes! I am going to California after this with the money I 

make so I can be free for auditions. I tried to invite you to see my 

last premier. I was in the movie a whole thirty seconds! It was 

cool.”    

            “Don’t forget us little people.” Her nose was too funky to 

ever get herself a leading role. “Billy is from California.” 

            “Oh, what part?” Erin locked eyes with the surfer. “I am 

heading for Hollywood of course.” She tossed her hair over her 

shoulders. 

            Everyone in Hollywood is fake.” Billy responded, turning 

his body away. I rolled my eyes. 

            “He’s a professional surfer, Erin.” I told her. Billy liked 

this. He turned toward us again and began rambling on and on 

about his competitions and how he came in second last year. 

Second. Mariana and Gilbert stood close by, barely listening. Erin, 

however, was hypnotized. 

            “You are truly amazing.” Erin exclaimed. “Accomplishing 

your dreams is hard work. My parents think I am crazy for not 

going to college. They say I am wasting my life for a dead end 



 

 

career.” 

            “My parents too!” Billy shouted. “I guess we have a lot 

more in common than I thought.” 

            “Yeah, crazy isn’t it?”  

            I walked up to the counter and stood next to Brent. He 

smiled. “Hi Tina,” he nudged my shoulder with his. “I have a 

mysterious roommate. Is that surfer yours?” 

            I nodded. “Yeah, his name is Billy. He’s from California.”  

            Brent held back a smile. “You know the hyper girl too? She 

hasn’t stopped talking since we all got here.” 

            “Erin? Yes, she is very lively.”  

            “They won’t fix our room situation without the doctors’ 

consent. We have to wait until dinner to discuss this with them. 

Want to sit with me?” 

            “Sure, I’d love to.” I grinned. He intertwined his arm 

through mine and led me to the elevators. Gilbert, Erin and 

Mariana followed closely. Billy hesitated but then shrugged his 

shoulders. 

            “Do you mind if I hang out with you guys?” He asked. 

            “Sure of course, roomy.” I teased. He frowned. Erin pressed 

herself in between Gilbert and Billy and just stared up into his 

eyes. I rolled mine.  

            “I am stuck with some Italian guy who folds his socks.” 

Mariana said. She pressed floor five repeatedly. “He even color 



 

 

coordinates them. I told him to not unpack but he said he couldn’t 

stand disorder.” 

            “I lucked out. I got Gilbert.” Erin patted my cousin’s arm. 

“He’s a real doll.” 

            “What about you, Brent?” I looked up into his eyes. He 

smirked. “Did you get stuck with a crazy roommate too?” 

            “I was overbooked with someone named Sara Winds. She 

is half Greek with dark black hair. She doesn’t really say much at 

all. She is very quiet.” Brent answered, embarrassed. Everyone 

stared at him. Did he like her? “She says she has mace though.” He 

winked at me. 

            The elevator opened into a large dining room. There were 

three round tables set up. We grabbed a couple chairs from one of 

the tables and all squeezed in together. Mariana sat next to Gilbert, 

Erin squeezed her chair in between Billy and Gilbert. She smiled 

sheepishly.  

            Brent pulled a chair out for me. I took a seat next to 

Mariana and Brent dragged a chair up between Billy and me. 

“That’s my roommate.” Brent whispered, pointing at a small, thin 

girl with black hair and dark eyes. Her skin was pale and she 

clutched a book tight to her chest. She did not look up or attempt to 

acknowledge us. She sat alone at one of the tables and just opened 

up her book.  

Two more people came inside the dining room next, laughing 



 

 

and hugging each other around the shoulders. A slender Spanish 

girl with dark eyes and curly hair looked in our direction. Her eyes 

landed on Brent. She smiled.  

            The boy she clung to was taller than anyone else and had 

the darkest completion with almond shaped eyes. His lips were full 

and his eyes were a puppy dog brown. He grinned wide. “Hello 

everyone! I am Nelton Gray and this is Cecelia Ramos.”  

            “Hi Nelton,” Erin waved. “It’s nice to meet you.”  

            “Where are the doctors?” A new face appeared. He was 

short-shorter than me; maybe even just 5’4”. “We need to fix this 

rooming situation immediately.” He stumbled over his words. 

            “That’s my crazy roommate.” Mariana whispered into my 

ear. I covered my mouth; Poor Mariana. Three new faces appeared 

from around the corner. One I knew very well. She was tall and 

thin with a long pointy chin and thinning hair. It was Dr. Cynthia 

Crane. She stood in between two men. 

            “That’s Dr. Daniel Montgomery.” Billy whispered, leaning 

across Brent. “He’s friends with my parents.” Dr. Montgomery was 

short and very fat. His balding head burned red when he spotted 

Billy. He pushed up his thick plastic glasses.  

            Mariana’s roommate raised his hand. “Dr. Abraham Dexter, 

sir, you said that this experiment would do me some good. So far, I 

had a horrible flight and now I have been accidentally booked with 

the messiest girl I have ever encountered. My nerves are shot and I 



 

 

think I may be having an anxiety attack.” 

            “David, this will be a terrific experience for you.” Dr. 

Dexter smiled. He was a gentle man. The old black man wore 

round spectacles and had white curls upon his head. His mouth was 

soft and so were his eyes.  

            There was a small stage a few feet away from the dinning 

tables. “Let’s eat first before we discuss rooming arrangements.” 

Dr. Crane decided. “Don’t worry everyone, we will fix 

everything.” 

            “I could eat,” Mariana said. She rubbed her hands together. 

“Bring out the lobster!”  

            Waiters in white shirts, white, creased pants and burgundy 

bow ties carried silver platters towards the tables. They placed 

them down and our eyes grew wide.  

            “I was kidding about the lobster,” Mariana began. “Wow, 

Tina, thanks for forcing me to sign those contracts.” 

            I cringed. I hated seafood. Once, my Grandma Jan made 

lobster and she put it in the pot alive. It made this horrible sound, 

as if it were screaming. I hadn’t eaten it since. 

            “Not hungry?” Brent asked, tapping the rim of my plate. 

“Do I make you nervous?” I tried as hard as I could not to smile. 

            “Yes, I am a mess. And it is all because of you.” I teased, 

trying to not blush. He leaned his shoulder against mine. I trembled 

a little. 



 

 

            “Have you ever been to Disney World?”  

            “Yes, Gilbert and I go every summer.” 

            “Well, when this is over, you guys want to go?” 

            “Sure, that would be cool.” I smiled. “What if we don’t 

make it out of here?” My voice grew deep and spooky. “Maybe 

they will turn us into mutations or something.” 

            “That’s not funny,” Mariana growled. She dropped her fork 

and scooted away from the table. “I have lost my appetite.” 

            “That is what you get for eavesdropping.” I retorted, 

dragging her chair back next to me. “C’mon, when have you ever 

lost your desire to eat?” 

            Dr. Abraham Dexter stood and cleared his throat. All eyes 

landed on him. “I hope you have enjoyed your meal. Dessert will 

be served in your rooms.” 

            Dr. Cynthia Crane spoke next. “You’ve all come here in 

hopes of earning a nice nest egg. We’ve picked each of you 

carefully.” 

            “What are you planning to do to us?” Mariana blurted, arms 

crossed. “I don’t have to give you an arm or anything like that, do 

I?” 

            “No, no, no,” Dr. Montgomery answered. He leaned over 

his lobster and took another bite. “We’ve invited you here to study 

your behavior and choice patterns.” 

            “Choice patterns?” Brent whispered. I looked at him.  



 

 

            “In this study you will be given a series of tasks. First 

month will be the dating stage, second month, courting and by the 

third and fourth month you should have chosen your partner.” Dr. 

Crane explained. 

            “Our partner?” David mumbled, tapping his fingers on the 

table. He had on a plastic bib. “Dr. Dexter, am I supposed to date 

someone in this room and actually marry them within three 

months?” 

            Everyone froze. Marriage never crossed my mind-ever. 

“Yes, that is right.” Dr. Montgomery said. “We will partner you 

with various persons over the course of the next week, after that, 

we will let you choose for yourselves. Everything you do will be 

analyzed and studied. You will have to report to us each week and 

tell us how you are feeling.” 

            “So you are shrinks now too?” Mariana complained. “This 

is a nightmare. Somebody pinch me so I can wake up.”  

            “After the six months is up, you are free to divorce if that is 

what you wish.” Dr. Crane cleared her throat, “Tomorrow you will 

be re-partnered with someone new. They will be your plane buddy 

and roommate for a few days at our permanent location in 

Marietta, Georgia.”  

            “S-so, we were never overbooked?” David whimpered. He 

covered his face with his hands. 

            “No, David, this is part of the experiment.” Dr. Dexter 



 

 

answered. “You are free to go back to your rooms whenever you 

please. The rules are that you must sleep in your rooms together. 

Anyone who disregards our instructions will forfeit their 

100,000.00.” 

            “I am going to kill you.” Mariana promised. “You signed 

me up for matrimony. That’s worse than losing a limb.”  

            “I am going to decline and go home.” David said. He stood 

quickly.  

            “I am afraid that is out of the question. You signed the 

contract and are now the property of the United States.” Dr. Crane 

smiled. “Even if you disobey orders and forfeit your money, you 

still have to remain in the program for the next six months.” 

            My mouth dropped open. I hated Dr. Crane. Why was 

Gilbert always right? He said I loved abuse. She really did just 

screw us over, again, for the second time.  

             “There is to be zero contact with anyone outside the 

program and you must hand over any cell phones, computers or 

communication devices. Anyone who contacts someone from the 

outside will forfeit their money.” Dr. Montgomery informed us. 

“Please, feel free to visit the beach it is quite lovely.” 

            Billy didn’t hesitate. He dropped his napkin and scooted his 

chair away from the table. Brent and I followed. Mariana, Gilbert 

and Erin got up too.  

            We piled into the elevator and pushed G. Mariana paced 



 

 

back and forth. “This is not happening. Tina you are so dead.” She 

threatened, grabbing me by my shirt. Brent and Gilbert pulled us a 

part quickly. 

            “I think this will be fun. I mean, you only have to be 

married two months. How hard could it be?” Erin reasoned. “I 

can’t wait to see who my next partner is. No offense Gilbert, but I 

have known you way to long to consider marrying you.” 

            “Thanks, Erin.” Gilbert gritted his teeth. “Tina, I cannot 

believe you swindled me into this.” 

            “I can’t believe it myself!” My arms flew up. “Marriage; to 

some guy I do not know? Doesn’t Dr. Crane remember what 

happened with my last boyfriend? How could she think we-ME-

that I would be a perfect candidate for this project?”  

            “Thanks for dragging us along.” Mariana grumbled, leaning 

against the elevator wall. 

            “Did Tina forge your signatures?” Brent asked. Everyone 

looked at him. “Or did you sign it yourselves, knowing there was a 

chance this would be a bad idea? Did she put a gun to your head?”  

            “You don’t know Tina very well-” Gilbert began. 

            “It seems like you guys tend to blame her for your own 

choices; must be nice to have an escape goat of your very own.” 

Brent put his arm around my shoulders.          

            The doors opened and we walked out onto the beach. The 

water was so clear and the sand pure white. A seagull flew above 



 

 

our heads and there were several boats in the distance. 

            “This is beautiful.” Erin decided. She pulled off her shoes 

and ran through the sand. “C’mon, you guys! Let’s enjoy this while 

we can.” 

            Billy kicked off his flip flops and pulled his shirt over his 

head. He tossed his shirt next to his shoes and raced after Erin.  

            Mariana sat Indian style in the sand. “I am not going 

anywhere.”  

            Brent looked at me and I slowly began peeling my shoes 

off. He grinned and knelt. “I wonder if David is going to come into 

the ocean.” He teased, pulling my shoes off for me. “Or if he’s 

afraid of micro organisms.” 

            I laughed. “There are very dangerous creatures out there.”  

            “Sea lice, man-o-war, finches,” Brent took his shoes off and 

grabbed my hand. We ran out together and made a loud splash. The 

water was warm and felt good against our skin.  

            Gilbert decided to come in too. “I might as well take 

advantage of the water.”  

            Once the water cooled, we got out shivering. We ran back 

to our rooms. Billy, Gilbert, Erin and I got off on floor twelve.  

            “Hey, we’re coming over after we change.” Gilbert told me. 

“So keep your door open.” 

            On the desk sat a platter filled with little chocolates and 

various drinks. “Is that wine?” Billy exclaimed, picking up a dark, 



 

 

glass bottle. “What do they expect to happen here?” He froze.  

            “I need to change,” I decided, grabbing my duffle bag and 

slamming the bathroom door. I sat on the toilet seat and breathed 

heavily. “This cannot be happening.” 

            “Yeah, well it is.” Billy shouted. “The chocolates are nice.” 

            I climbed into the shower and let the hot water burn my 

flesh. It felt nice. Dr. Crane was going down for this.  

            “Tina, your friends are here.” Billy banged on the door. I 

turned off the water and dried off. I put on some old shorts and a 

tank top. I wasn’t wearing my nightgown now.  

            Gilbert and Erin lay sprawled on the bed with a second tray 

of desserts. “Isn’t this great?” Erin giggled, pouring herself a glass 

of wine. “We’re not even old enough to drink. There are so many 

perks to this.” 

            “Just wait until tomorrow.” Gilbert said. “They are trying to 

convince us that this is going to be fun. Once we get to Georgia it 

will all change.” 

            “I am going to go out of my freaking mind!” Billy shouted, 

dropping backwards onto the bed. I pulled myself up on the desk 

and took a chocolate. “No ocean for six months. What kind of 

torture is that?” If I’d known we were going to Georgia I never 

would’ve signed up.” 

            “You mean to tell me you aren’t concerned about the fact 

that you have to marry a complete stranger?” I asked him.  



 

 

            Billy shrugged his shoulders. “They said we could get a 

divorce at the end of the six months.” 

            I shook my head and ate another chocolate. I guzzled down 

a coke and let out a loud burp. 

            Gilbert cringed. “I feel bad for whoever you end up 

marrying.”  

            “Fun-nee,” I jumped down and joined them on the bed. “I 

wonder how Mariana is doing with her roommate?”  

            “Maybe we should go get her. I know where her room is.” 

Gilbert offered. “My paper says that she is going to be my buddy 

tomorrow. We have a 6 am flight.” 

            “What paper?” Billy asked. Gilbert pointed to the desk. 

Underneath the candy platter were two envelopes. One was 

addressed to Billy and the other, me.  

            Billy picked them up and handed me mine. I ripped the 

envelope apart. It said: 

 

“You will be partnered with David Brown and your flight is at 10 

am. Please meet him in the lobby at 8 am on floor ten.”  

 

            “I am with Mariana’s roommate.” I gasped.  

            Billy looked at Erin. “Did you read your letter yet, Erin?”  

            She nodded and smiled wide. “Isn’t it cool, Billy? We get 

to be partners tomorrow!” Billy just stared. 



 

 

            “I am going to go check on Mariana. Want to come?” 

Gilbert asked. I nodded and followed him out the door. We put our 

key in the elevator but it would not open for us. There was a note 

tapped to the doors. It said:  

 

“No one is permitted to leave their floor after midnight.” 

 

            “Just great.” Gilbert frowned, turning around slowly. “I 

guess we better go to our rooms.” 

            “Yeah, maybe you and Erin should go back just in case they 

say you weren’t cooperating or something.” 

            “I will see you when I see you.” Gilbert pulled my hair and 

kicked me gently with his foot.  

            I scooted out of the way and waved at him as he 

disappeared down the hallway. I took a deep breath before opening 

my door. Billy sat alone with the chocolate platter on his lap. 

            “Where is Erin?” I asked. He did not look up. 

            “I sent her away, told her I was tired.” Billy answered. “I 

thought you were going to see your friend?” 

            “They locked the elevators at midnight.”  

            “Oh, that sucks. Maybe so we couldn’t escape.” Billy put 

the chocolate tray back on the desk and stared at me. “What side of 

the bed do you want me to sleep on?” 

            I frowned. “You mean you aren’t going to sleep on the 



 

 

floor?”  

            Billy laughed. “Why don’t you sleep on the floor?”  

            “Because I was here first;” I crossed my arms and pulled 

the covers over my body. “You are the intruder.” 

            “Uh, were you listening to the same doctors as I was? We 

were put together on purpose. I am not sleeping on a dirty hotel 

floor.” Billy climbed in next to me and smiled wickedly. “Sweet 

dreams, roomy.”  

            I shoved him away and rolled over onto my side, pulling 

hard on the covers. My heart pounded. This was going to be a 

nightmare.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Three 

David Brown 

 

            I of course, couldn’t sleep. I was used to sleeping next to 

Gilbert from when we were little kids but this wasn’t my cousin. It 

was different.  

            Billy tossed and turned and seemed uncomfortable too. I 

grabbed the blanket and took my pillow over to the desk. I sat in 

the chair, put the pillow on the desk and lay my head down on it. It 

wasn’t that bad, actually; definitely more comfortable than trying 

to fall asleep on school desks. I chuckled. Those were the days. 

            The alarm woke me up at five. Billy crawled to his feet and 

coughed loudly. His hair stuck up in all directions and he walked 

stiffly to the bathroom. He coughed some more. My neck was sore 

and I stretched my arms and legs. Billy gargled and spit into the 

sink. I am definitely not marrying him. He scratched his butt and 

farted.  

            “Uh, gross.” I waved my hand in front of my face. 

“Couldn’t you do that in the bathroom?”  

            He grinned. “I wanted to share this moment with you.” 

Billy laughed, stuffing his things into his bag. “I’ll see you in 

Georgia.” He closed the door behind him, leaving the rotten egg 

smell with me. What a pig.  



 

 

            I waited downstairs at 7 am. I was early but I figured it was 

pointless to stay in my hotel room. I’d rather be where I could see 

other people.  

            David Brown came out of the elevator at promptly 7:35 am. 

He pulled behind him two suitcases with wheels and a briefcase 

that hung across his shoulders. His eyes were dark and so was his 

clean cut hair. He was short with round cheeks. 

            “Oh, it is good to see you are on time. My roommate nearly 

missed her ride. She snored and didn’t shower before going to bed. 

I had to spray Lysol on everything. It was horrendous.” David 

babbled on. “Is that all you brought?”  

            I looked down at my duffle bag and nodded. “I like to travel 

light. It makes moving around easier.”  

            “Oh,” David seemed okay with my response. “I’ve never 

been away from home before so I brought everything I could think 

of.”  

            “I moved around a lot as a kid.” 

            “What are you doing?” David leaned forward, grabbing the 

notebook out of my hand. “These are nice.” 

            He pointed at a little doodle I made that morning of the 

receptionist. I made her hair extra big for character. 

            “I like to make things,” I said, reaching for my notebook. “I 

like to cook, draw, and write-” 

            “I am a reader and want to be a scientist when I grow up. 



 

 

Dr. Dexter is one of my heroes.” David told me. “I need the money 

so that I can afford college. My family is poor.” 

            “…Even after what he’s signed you up for?” 

            “I spoke to him last night. I have his phone number 

memorized. He says that a true Scientist participates in his 

experiments and that this would be a way of getting my hands wet, 

so to speak.” 

            “David, I don’t see Dr. Dexter agreeing to marry someone 

he just met.” 

            “No, but-” 

            “It doesn’t matter, have a seat.” I patted the chair next to 

me. 

            David obeyed, dropping his brief case. He took out his bug 

spray and sunscreen. “’Can never be too careful.” He rubbed lotion 

all over his face and sprayed his arms and legs with bug repellant. 

“Would you care for some precautions?” 

            His bug repellant was inches from my face. “Don’t want 

skin cancer or Nile Disease.” I took the bug repellant and 

sunscreen. He smiled, victorious. “You are much more agreeable 

than Mariana was.” 

            “She is one of my best friends.”  

            David gasped, clutching his chest. “You don’t say? She is 

nothing like you. She argues about everything and if she knows 

something causes me discomfort she makes sure she does it.” 



 

 

            I laughed. “Sounds just like Mariana.” A car pulled up 

outside and we waved at the receptionist. She frowned but waved 

back. She was the lucky one. 

            David grunted as he pulled his luggage towards the vehicle. 

“I see why you travel lightly now.” I climbed into the car and tried 

my best to not look out the window.  

            “My briefcase isn’t too large for a carry on, is it?” David 

crawled in the back of the car. I shook my head. 

            “I carry my duffle bag on all the time.” He reminded me of 

a ten year old version of myself. …Afraid of everything. “They 

may give you a problem with all those liquids though.” 

            “I need these things!” He protested, flailing his arms in the 

air. “No one stopped me at my airport.” 

            “Okay, well this is the Miami airport and security is 

tighter.”  

            “We will see about that.” David got out of the car and went 

straight for the check in lane. “Hurry up; we don’t want to miss our 

plane.” 

            “It’s 8:30.” I groaned, rolling my eyes.  

            “Welcome to American Airlines. I hope you have a 

wonderful flight.” The lady behind the counter smiled, checking in 

David’s bags. “Your terminal is down that hall and to the left.” 

            David and I hurried through the mass of people to Gate C-

9. There were only a few people waiting to go through the scanners 



 

 

when we got there.  

            We had to take our shoes off and anything we thought 

might be metal. David’s briefcase went in first. The scanner 

examined it twice. 

            “This one has way too many liquid substances in it.” The 

security guard said. He pushed up his wire framed glasses and 

unzipped the briefcase. David’s mouth dropped. 

            “That happens to be my bag you are trifling through.”  

            “You could get in serious trouble trying to sneak this on.” 

The guard warned him. “You must either check in this bag or 

throw out these items.” Bottles of sunscreen, hand sanitizer, 

miniature cans of Lysol, bug spray and a water bottle were placed 

on the counter.  

            “Did you bring anything else in that bag?” I exclaimed, 

picking up the several bottles of bug spray. “Wow, David, I think 

you are obsessed.” 

            “You have no idea.” He remarked, shoving the items back 

into his bag. “I am not getting on that plane without these items. 

Suppose someone is sick and coughs in the air around me? I will 

be bedridden for days and what about when I need to eat? Do you 

expect me to get out of my seat on a moving plane to use the 

bathroom? There are thousands of dangerous spores floating 

around in there waiting to attack me.” 

            The security officer did not respond. He sat frozen in his 



 

 

seat.  

            “How about you just take one of the small hand sanitizers 

with you, that is within the liquid limits and we can go get some 

airborne to help keep you safe from germs.” I suggested. David 

nodded his head and reluctantly tossed out his survival supplies. 

            When we boarded the plane, David took out a container of 

plastic seat covers, a miniature roll of toilet paper, for ‘just in case’ 

and gloves. 

            “I cannot believe all my supplies are gone.” He frowned. “I 

hope the plane doesn’t fall out of the sky. There was so much 

turbulence on the way here.” 

            “Please David, you are driving me crazy.” I begged, “No 

more talking until we get to Georgia.” 

            David strapped in and looked out the window. I closed my 

eyes as we climbed higher and higher in the air.  

One thing about David that I liked, he could be quiet. He didn’t 

say another word until we were waiting for his luggage.  

            “How is it that you know nearly everyone in this project?” 

He asked, grabbing one of his bags. 

            “I moved around a lot and met a bunch of people who I 

accidentally introduced to Dr. Crane. I thought she was my friend 

until two years ago.” I answered, sitting Indian style on the floor. 

            “There are so many germs-” 

            “David, no one has died from sitting on the airport floor. 



 

 

When someone does, then I promise to never do it again.” 

            “It’s your life, not mine.” David spotted his last bag and 

motioned for me to follow him outside.  

            There was a bus that took us to our new residence. It was 

about a two hour drive from the airport due to all the traffic in 

Atlanta and when we pulled up I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was a 

huge gated building that sort of reminded me of the pentagon. 

There was a pool and basketball court but other than that, the 

grounds were empty.  

            “Here goes nothing,” I muttered. David and I stared at the 

doors. They loomed over us like giants. 

            “I’m a little afraid now.” David admitted, clutching his 

briefcase. “Does that make me a bad person?”  

            “No, I think you are the most genuine person I have met in 

a long time.” I admitted.  

            We just stood there.  

            “Hey, Tina!” Erin shouted from three floors up. Her head 

poked out of a window. “C’mon up! We are roommates, isn’t that 

cool?”  

            “That is the best news I have heard all day!” I yelled back 

to her. I picked up my bag and grabbed David with my free hand. 

“Let’s go already.”  

            When we got up to our room, Erin was sitting outside the 

door with her arms open, ready to assist us with our bags. She 



 

 

helped David lug in his while I tossed mine to the floor. 

            “Can you believe our luck?” Erin giggled. “We get to be 

together. I couldn’t have asked for a better birthday present!” 

            “Hi Tina,” Billy waved. He sat in a chair close to the 

window. There was a dresser, two full size beds and a bathroom 

with vanity and two cushioned chairs with a small round table 

between them.  

            “Billy! We get to be roommates again, aren’t you just so 

excited?” I laughed, taking a seat next to him. The chairs faced 

each other diagonally. He rested his hands on his lap and tapped his 

foot. 

            “There is a place called soap creek. I sure hope we get to go 

out there.” Billy whispered. 

            “If you go, let me know. I want to check it out.” I leaned in 

closer. “You get to sleep with David tonight.”  

            Billy laughed, covering his mouth with his hand. “That 

might disappoint Erin.”  

            “She will survive.”  

            “I think she wants to marry me.” Billy snickered. “I can’t 

stand her. She never stops talking. I need a quiet girl who minds 

her own business.” 

            “Well, Erin is a great person and a very loyal friend. She 

deserves better than you anyway.” I retorted, standing up. 

            “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.” Billy stammered. 



 

 

“You are my only friend here, don’t-” 

            “Relax Billy, I have forgiven worse people.”  I turned my 

attention to David and Erin. She sat on the edge of the bed closest 

to the dresser. David stood in front of an opened drawer. He 

carefully placed his undergarments inside. Erin scratched her head. 

            “David, right?” Erin began, leaning over his suitcase. 

            “Yes, I am David Brown and you are Erin Stanley.”  

            “Well, David, are you going to unpack both suitcases just 

so that you can repack them again tomorrow?”  

            David turned and glared at Erin. “Really, you should mind 

your own business. I did not ask you why you hadn’t unpacked 

your slovenly, unkempt bag now did I?” 

            “You have some sort of schizophrenia where you have to 

clean and organize.”  

            “No, Erin, I have obsessive compulsive disorder.” 

            “Well, see there, you know what is wrong so just fix it.” 

            “How?” David peered into Erin’s eyes intently. She smiled 

slyly. 

            “Mess up your socks.”  

            “Are you insane?” David exclaimed. “I won’t do it.” 

            “It will liberate you!” Erin promised. “C’mon, I will help-” 

            “Put my socks down!” He smacked her hand with his check 

list. Erin stared at his yellow wide ruled notepad and giggled. 

            “Let me see that,” She grabbed it from him and jumped on 



 

 

the bed. David hopped onto the bed and leapt in the air while Erin 

ran circles around him. 

            “Give that back, it doesn’t belong to you.”  

            “White socks go next to off white socks,” Erin read out 

loud, jumping off the bed and locking herself in the bathroom. 

David pounded on the door.     

            “Erin you are being a classic bully. I demand you act your 

age and hand over my belongings.” 

            Billy and I just laughed. “Tina, you have a date tonight with 

some guy named Nelton.”  

            “Already?” I couldn’t think of what he looked like. “He is 

the guy who was hanging all over the girl with curly hair right?”  

            Billy nodded. “I have a date with Sara Winds and Gilbert 

has to go out with the curly haired girl.” 

            “Sara is the Greek girl who sat all by herself, right?”  

            “Yep,” 

            “Give that back!” David pounded on the bathroom door. 

Erin continued reading from his list. 

            “Fold briefs and align on right side of drawer…” Erin 

opened the door a crack. “David, you are my new mission.”  

            He blinked, shook his head and pressed his body against the 

door. “What are you talking about? Give that back to me! I am 

behind schedule now. I am suffering from slight chest pains due to 

your attempts at flirting.” 



 

 

            “I am going to fix you before this experiment is over. You 

are going to leave a totally different person.” Erin promised, 

ripping up his list. 

            “Hey!” David cried out, bending over, poking his butt high 

in the air. He picked the pieces of yellow paper up off the floor and 

tried to reconnect them on the top of the dresser. Erin took her 

hand and mixed the pieces up. 

            “You are going to leave here a man and not a future mental 

patient.”  

            “Good luck with that,” Billy mumbled under his breath. 

             

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Four 

Nelton Gray 

 

            David took longer to primp than anyone I’d ever met in all 

my life. He stood in front of the sink with his comb, slowly and 

precisely, creating a part down the direct middle of his scalp.  

            “Could you move over?” I butted him with my hip and 

laughed as he stumbled sideways. 

            “All you had to do was ask.” He rolled his eyes and started 

parting his hair over again. 

            “I have to go out on a date with some guy I’ve never met 

before.” My heart is going to burst out of my chest because it is 

beating so hard. “I am sorry, David, I shouldn’t be taking it out on 

you; even if you are taking forever to get ready.”  

            “I have a date as well,” David smiled, “With Erin.” I will 

pray for her. “She isn’t half bad once she calms down and stops 

trying to fix you.” 

            “To each their own;” 

            “Thanks, a lot, Tina for your frankness. You are a very 

peculiar girl. I wonder if you will find a man here that would want 

to marry you.” 

            David, I hate your guts and I am going to bleach all your 



 

 

colored socks for that. “It doesn’t matter if someone wants to 

marry me or not, some lucky guy has to or else they lose all that 

moo-la.”  

            There was a light tap on the door. “I think that is my date.” 

I flushed, running my fingers through my hair. “Do I look okay?” 

            David studied my face intently. “Wipe some of that lipstick 

off, you don’t need it.” 

            I pulled way too much toilet paper off the roll and dabbed 

my lips; “How about now?” 

            “You look beautiful.” David smiled, picking lint from my 

sleeve. So, maybe I won’t bleach your socks after all... 

            “Tina, your date is here!” Billy shouted. I took a deep 

breath and peered around the corner.  

            Nelton was tall and had some sort of magnetic force field 

around him. When he smiled, all you saw was teeth. His eyes were 

a soft brown color and when he spoke, his eyes danced. 

            “Hi Tina, my name is Nelton. I will be your date for this 

evening.” Nelton smiled, offering his hand. “Shall we?” 

            I shrugged my shoulders and avoided his hand. He took a 

fist full of my shirt and pulled me close. He led us towards the hall.  

            The Georgia set up was just like the Key West Inn. The 

only difference was the staff had slight accents when they spoke 

and they were much friendlier. The restaurant was on floor four 

this time and we were on floor three.  



 

 

            “Why are you so nervous?” Nelton asked, resting his hand 

on my head. His fingers played with a few strands of my hair. “You 

have soft hair.” 

            “Well, for starters, I have a strange guy clutching me like I 

am his purse.” 

            Nelton chuckled, “This is going to be a pleasant evening.” 

The elevator stopped and opened up into a dining room with 

several tables set up with white tablecloths and black napkins.  

            Even after I told him that I was not comfortable with him 

holding on to me, he did not deter. It almost seemed as if he pulled 

me even closer and held on tighter. 

            “Do you like Sushi?” Nelton guided me to a table for two. I 

shook my head. “What about steak and potatoes?” He teased. 

            “That’s more my thing.” I admitted, sitting down. He 

pushed my chair forward as if I were weightless. 

            “Sushi is an aphrodisiac.” 

            “Are you trying to arouse me?” I gasped. 

            “Hopefully, by the end of the night,”  

            This cannot be happening. “Are you always this forward?”  

            “Are you always this prude?” Nelton grinned. 

            Check please. “I didn’t realize having boundaries was 

prudish.”  

            “Do you always edit everything you wish to say?”  

            I don’t edit, you prick. “I don’t edit.”  



 

 

            “What were you just thinking?” Nelton rested his chin in 

his palm. “Tell me, my sweet little princess.” 

            I am not your princess. “What is it to you?” 

            “I see the depth in your eyes. More is going on inside that 

brain of yours than you let on.”  

            “Nothing exciting happens in my head, believe me!” My 

eyes glanced up and met his. He did not look away. My skin 

throbbed and burned. I am not looking away first. Nelton gazed 

deeper into my eyes; I could feel him inside me-violating me. So 

you win by default. 

            “You are way too much work,” He whispered, leaning over 

the table. “What size bra do you wear?” 

            “W-what is it to you?” I folded my arms across my chest. “I 

thought this was supposed to be a first date.” 

            “This is like a pre-date for me.” Nelton admitted, reaching 

across the table. He picked up my wine glass and poured red wine 

inside it. “Drink this, you need it.” 

            “Tell me something, Nelton, about yourself.” 

            “I am what I am. What you see is what you get.” 

            “Nothing is what it seems.” I responded, looking down at 

my napkin.       

            Nelton placed the wine glass in front of me. “Mariana is my 

roommate.” 

            Good for you, would you like a freaking metal? “She’s my 



 

 

best friend.” 

            “I know.” Nelton rolled his eyes. “She hasn’t shut her 

mouth since she and Gilbert got here. I know more about you than I 

care to.” 

            That’s nice,” I frowned. “Where is our waiter?” Hurry, 

please! I need this date to end. “I am getting hungry.” 

            “I’ve already ordered for us.” Nelton said. He put his hand 

over mine. 

            I looked down at our hands and swallowed hard. Hope it’s 

not sushi. “That was presumptuous.” 

            “Sure, sure,” Nelton gently placed his long legs against 

mine. His legs rocked back and forth, knocking into my legs every 

few seconds. 

            I froze. What was he doing?  

            “You are so skittish,” Nelton‘s eyes lit up and he leaned in 

close. “Are you a virgin?” He whispered.  

            “That is none of your business.” I retorted. Okay, date is 

over. “I don’t see how any of what you’ve done tonight constitutes 

a first date. I am going back to my room-” 

            “Sit down, drama queen and at least finish your dinner.” 

            “It is not here yet and I don’t think I can take another one of 

your ‘remarks’ without plotting your death.”  I blurted. 

            “Finally, you’ve said something you really mean.” Nelton 

smirked. “Now, the evening can begin.” I just stared. 



 

 

            “The sushi platter?” A short, thin waiter said. He held a 

silver tray high above his head. 

            “That would be me.” Nelton answered. “The Steak and 

broccoli with a baked sweet potato goes to this lovely lady.” 

            I looked up and caught Nelton smile. Crap. We ate in 

silence for quite awhile. He took one sushi roll, wrapped ginger 

around it and dipped the roll in soy sauce before placing it on his 

tongue.  

            “Delightful,” He mumbled, preparing another.  

            I picked at my broccoli. My throat felt closed and my 

stomach felt fluttery, if that’s even a word. Did I actually like him? 

“Thanks for ordering, this is my favorite.”  

            “I know, Mariana told me. She also informed me of your 

past relationships-or ship I should say.” 

            “What did she say?” I swallowed, nearly choking. 

            “That your boyfriend had a shady past and hurt a lot of 

people. She said you had trust issues and haven’t been out much 

since your break up.” 

            “Is that all she said?” I leaned in and tried to breathe 

evenly.  

            Nelton’s legs intertwined with mine. I should kick you in 

your nuts. He squeezed our legs together tight. 

            “I-” 

            “No talking,” He put his finger up to his lips. “Things were 



 

 

going so great.” 

            “What? You like me better silent?” 

            Nelton nodded and then laughed hysterically. “You 

should’ve seen your face!”  

            “Hi Tina,” Brent whispered. He stood behind me. “I saw 

you over here and just wanted to see how-” 

            “We are on a date, pal.” Nelton barked. “Go back to yours. 

You will have a turn, soon enough.” 

            I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Maybe we can 

get together later on?”  

            Brent nodded and stormed across the room. Why? Nelton 

jabbed his heel into the top of my foot. “Ouch, you freak.” I 

shouted. 

            “Pay attention.” He snapped his fingers at the waiter. 

“Could you bring out the dessert already?” 

            “You didn’t need to be rude to him.” I began, scratching my 

arm. Blood flowed through my veins, making me hot and itchy. My 

heart thumped inside my chest unevenly. 

            “He was in the wrong and you know it. He was trying to 

mark you as his.”  

            “You are ridiculous.”  

            “Am not,” Nelton looked away, “It’s anybody’s game at 

this point.” 

            “Why are you so-?” 



 

 

            “So?” 

            “Stop looking at me like that.” 

            “I can’t, you’re cute.” 

            “I am really just a big dork.” 

            “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.” He leaned in closer, 

gazing deep into my eyes. “Dorks can be interesting.” 

            “Or scary,” 

            He laughed. “You are something, that’s for sure.” 

            “Giving up?” I grinned. 

            Nelton held back a smile. “Nope;” 

            The waiter placed a tiramisu and coffee in front of me. 

Nelton took his fork and tasted my dessert. 

            “Who said you could put your dirty fork in my food?”  

            “Get used to dirty things, you might enjoy them.”  

            I felt my face blush. “This has been a very unusual 

experience. Thank you for scaring me out of dating for life.” 

            “The date isn’t over yet.” He replied, taking a sip of my 

coffee. I just stared. David, Nelton is passing his germs to me, 

where are you? “There is this beautiful garden on the roof and you 

can see a mountain from there also. It is totally worth seeing.” 

            “Then the date will be over?” I asked, bouncing in my 

chair. He nodded. 

            We took the elevator to the top floor and then the stairs to 

the roof. It was beautiful. There were a ton of stars in the sky and 



 

 

the moon was big and bright. Potted plants sat in groupings 

sporadically across the roof and there was a gazebo with two 

benches.  

            “Shall we?” Nelton motioned to one of the seats.  

            He leaned his shoulder against mine and looked up at the 

sky.  

            “There is nothing I like more than to watch the stars.” 

Nelton whispered. 

            I loved nothing more than to search for planets, Venus in 

particular.  

            Nelton wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled 

me closer. “You feel cold, let me warm you.” He rubbed his hands 

along the back of my neck. “Wow, really cold.” His body cradled 

me now. 

            “You are very flirtatious.” I decided, pushing against his 

chest. My arms were weak and proved just how much a wimp I 

was.  

            “Hmmmm,” Nelton hummed, rocking me back and forth. “I 

met this girl with nice sexy lips, I wanna kiss her but she keeps 

avoiding my gaze...” 

            I took a deep breath. “I just met you.” He didn’t respond. 

            “My hands could accidentally slip and be inside your shirt,” 

He acknowledged, grabbing me by the chin and forcing my head 

up so that I faced him. “Or my lips could find the nape of your 



 

 

neck,” His breath tickled my skin as he pressed his lips against 

mine. They traveled to the center of my throat and then just above 

my ear- 

            “Stop!” I jumped up and ran towards the stairwell. “I just 

met you.” 

            “So you really are a virgin.” Nelton blurted, grabbing me by 

the waist. He tugged, dragging me backwards. “You wouldn’t buy 

a car without test driving first, would you?” 

            “What are you saying? That you have to have sex in order 

to know if you love someone?” 

            Nelton said nothing. Evil, evil jerk… He let his hands drop 

to his side. “You will have to give it up to whoever you marry.” 

            I trembled. Dr. Crane was so busted for convincing me to 

do this experiment.  

            “I need to go back to my room now.” I mumbled, “It’s too 

cold out here.” And I don’t want to lose my virginity tonight. 

            “Good night, Tina.” Nelton whispered in my ear, gently 

biting my earlobe. “It’s been a real interesting experience.” A hot 

wave rushed through me and I pulled away again. 

            “I have to go!” I ran down the stairs and burst through the 

emergency exit doors. I doubled over and breathed unevenly; 

gasping for air.  

            “Tina?” Gilbert placed his hand on my shoulder. “Are you 

okay?” I shook my head and shivered. 



 

 

            “I’m going to my room.”  

            Gilbert wrapped his arm around Mariana’s shoulders. 

“Alright, but if you need me-“ 

            “Yeah, Tina, if you need us,” Mariana chimed in. 

            “I’m fine!” I screamed, running down the hall. I pressed the 

elevator button repeatedly, glancing over my shoulder every few 

seconds. My skin had its own heartbeat and so did my throat and 

lips. They thumped and even burned. Did I just let Nelton pull a 

‘Don Juan’ move on me? His words ran through my mind like 

electric bolts. “You’ll have to sleep with whoever you marry.” The 

words repeated over and over like a broken record. 

            “Are you going to go inside or just stand out here like a 

creepy stalker chick?” Billy teased. He leaned against the frame of 

our room door. I’d been so engrossed in my own thoughts that I 

didn’t realize where I was.  

            “Sorry Billy,” I began, moving out of his way. He flashed 

his room key and the light blinked green. “I was having a Tina 

moment.” 

            He smiled. “I think that’s just great.”  

            “You do? Usually you have some grumpy comeback for 

me. What happened to put you in such a good mood? Did you find 

the ocean?” 

            Billy laughed. “No ocean but something just as nice.” I 

followed him into the room and sat on the bed closest to the door. 



 

 

            “The suspense is killing me, Billy!” 

            “Sara Winds that is who I met tonight.” He dropped 

backwards onto the other bed and smiled broadly. “She is perfect 

in every way.” 

            “I am really happy for you Billy.” I turned sideways and 

propped my head up in my palm. Billy did the same. We stared at 

each other for a brief moment. 

            “You look nervous.”  

            “Yeah, my date didn’t go so well.” 

            “With Nelton…” 

            “He tried to seduce me.” 

            “Did you fall for it?” 

            “Billy!” 

            “Well, did you?” 

            “I am not sure.” 

            “How can you not be sure? It’s not rocket science, Tina.”  

            “Look, Billy, he kissed me and told me that you test drive a 

car first before-“ 

            “That’s such a classic move!” Billy exclaimed, rolling over 

onto his back. “Please tell me you didn’t fall for it!”  

            “I told him I just met him and ran back to the room as soon 

as I could.”  

            “Tina, Tina, Tina,” Billy shook his head. “What happened 

to that thing you were starting with Brent?”  



 

 

            I let my head hit the pillows behind me. “Nelton ran him 

off during our date. He told Brent to get lost. I don’t think he’s 

going to talk to me anytime soon.” 

            “Actually, you have a date with him tomorrow afternoon; a 

lunch date.” Billy reached over and grabbed an opened envelope on 

the chair besides him. He tossed it onto my bed. 

            “Who read my mail?” I asked, pulling out the piece of 

paper. “This is great. I will be able to apologize to Brent and 

maybe-“ 

            “Erin,” 

            “What about Erin?” 

            “That is who read your mail.” 

            “Oh, I’d already forgotten!” I laughed, tossing the letter 

onto the ground. “What should I wear tomorrow?” 

            “Clothes,” Billy grumbled, rolling onto his side. 

            “I see this stuff bores you.” 

            “Yes, I don’t want to help you get ‘dressed’ for your date. 

Call me a jerk but at least I am honest.”  

            “That is why I can’t call you a jerk.” I admitted, rolling 

over onto my side. “Good night Billy.” I turned off the lamp. 

            “No,” Billy flicked on the light, jumping out of his bed. 

“You can’t go to sleep yet. I want to tell you about my date.” 

            “I don’t feel like it anymore.”  

            “So who cares? I am going to talk anyways so you might as 



 

 

well listen or I will have to tell you again and again…” 

            “Oh my goodness, Billy, you are annoying!” I shouted, 

covering my face with my pillow.  

            “I listened to all your drama.” 

            True, he listened better than any of my friends would have 

done. And he was honest to boot. “Okay, fine, tell me your story.” 

            “She shows up right, with this book called ‘101 topics to 

discuss on a date’ and has it hidden in her sweater. Tell me that is 

not the cutest thing?” 

            “Adorable,” 

            “Don’t roll your eyes at me,” Billy pointed his finger at my 

nose. “She is really shy and likes to listen. She doesn’t say 

anything deep but she must be with all those books she reads.” 

            “Billy,” 

            “Tina,” 

            I grinned. “Why do you want to be my friend? You don’t 

seem like you like anyone here but you said today that I was your 

only friend here.” 

            “I guess because you accepted me, flaws and all, right from 

the beginning. Who wouldn’t want a friend like that?”  

            “Did you accept all my flaws?” I winked. 

            “No, I am still working on them!” He joked, sitting down 

on his bed. “I guess David and Erin found something in common. 

They are still out on their little date.” 



 

 

            “Maybe Erin drowned him and is trying to cover up the 

evidence.”  

            “Maybe David forgot his plastic gloves and is still stuck in 

the men’s restroom; waiting for someone to open the door for 

him.” Billy chuckled. “I can’t wait till we switch rooms. I don’t 

think I can stand him too much longer.” 

            “He isn’t that bad.” 

            “See, that is why I want to be your friend.” Billy snapped 

his fingers. “You will befriend anyone and I mean anyone!” 

            “I relate to David.” I admitted. Billy’s eyes widened and he 

brushed back his blond hair. 

            “Who relates to that guy?” 

            “I was a lot like him when I was ten. I used to be afraid of 

everything and I think that if he could overcome his fears he’d be a 

great person.” 

            “Tina, you are too optimistic. Tell me, what did you notice 

about Nelton? Is he a good person too?” 

            “I am sure he is.” I answered, scratching my head. What 

was good about Nelton? He was a great kisser and friendly but 

what else? 

            “I think this choice pattern experiment that the doctors are 

doing has a lot to do with each of our personalities. We are all 

extremely screwed up and I think they are doing a test on how we 

deal with stress, peer pressure and real life decisions. They are 



 

 

forcing us to grow up and make our mistakes in a controlled 

environment.” 

            “Billy that was the most you’ve spoken since you came 

here.” 

            “Well, think about it, David is obsessive, Erin is a control 

freak, I am pessimistic, Nelton is a sex addict, Sara is an avoidant 

and you live in some dream world-“ 

            “Hey, I do not live in a dream world.” I argued. “What are 

you; some kind of therapist?” 

            “Someone is living in denial.” Billy teased, turning out the 

light. “Good night, dream girl, make me the hero in your next 

story. I want to get the girl and not the wave this time.” 

            “Good night Billy.” I smiled. 

            “’Night,” Billy yawned. I turned the light back on and sat 

up. 

            “Billy, what do you suppose is Brent’s problem?” 

            “Insecurity, I guess, how should I know?” Billy grumbled. 

“Turn that light out, I am tired.” 

            “Fine,” I signed, turning off the lamp. It was a second too 

late.  

            Two shadows stumbled into the room, shouting at the tops 

of their lungs. 

            “Y-you went too far tonight, Erin!” David cried, “That was 

a cruel, mean joke and I hope we switch rooms soon before I 



 

 

commit a heinous crime!” 

            Erin shrugged her shoulders and slammed the bathroom 

door. I blinked hard. 

            “What did she do?” I asked. David would not look at me. 

His lips were pressed tight together and his arms folded over his 

chest. 

            “Nothing, you’d just laugh at me.” He determined, crawling 

in next to Billy. “Could you turn that stupid lamp out, please?” 

            “Sure David, anything for you.” I smirked. Erin tip toed 

out. She buried herself inside the covers next to me. I put my head 

under the blanket and turned on my book light. She smiled. “Erin, 

what did you do to David?” 

            She grabbed my book light and put it under her chin for 

dramatic affect. “I stole his gloves and seat covers.” We giggled. 

            “I hear you laughing and I know it is about me!” David 

yelled.  

            “Shhh,” I whispered, trying as hard as I could not to laugh 

again. “Erin, you are too much.” 

            “He is going to leave this experiment the man he was meant 

to be.” Erin said. “He has great potential and just needs someone to 

guide him in the right direction.” 

            “Erin, you are about as crazy as he is.”  

            “Am not;” She rolled over onto her side, facing away from 

me. I turned out the book light and closed my eyes. 



 

 

Five 

Nelton Again… 

 

            David woke us all up at the crack of dawn like some sort of 

rooster. “We need to prepare for our dates!” He said, pulling the 

covers off of Billy. “C’mon, girls, wake up. The early bird gets the 

worm.” 

            “I am not a bird!” Erin complained, hiding her face beneath 

a pillow. “Someone put a cork in him.”  

            “I am going to shove your head in a toilet if you don’t 

stop.” Billy threatened, grabbing the covers from off the floor. “If I 

wanted to wake up I would have set the alarm clock.” He recovered 

himself and fell back asleep. 

            “How dare you threaten me!” David gasped, clutching his 

chest. “You will regret it, surfer boy, when the breakfast I ordered 

gets here.”  

            Smells of bacon and toast and grits with butter filled the 

room. I automatically leaned up and rubbed my eyes. Everything 

was blurry without my contacts. I leaned over and grabbed my 

glasses. David noticed. 

            “I didn’t know you wore glasses.” He said. I nodded, 

pushing the frames up. 

            “Since I was eight years old,” I frowned, “And I still hate 

them.” 



 

 

            “Why? They make you look studious.” David smiled, 

placing a tray in front of me. “I’m making coffee.” 

            “David, you are wonderful.” I said, buttering my toast. Erin 

roused next, poking her finger in my grits.  

            “That is disgusting!” David complained, “I have food here 

for you. Don’t put your nasty fingers in Tina’s food. You haven’t 

washed your hands.” 

            “David, Tina and I used to spit into each other’s hands as 

kids, I think if I was going to kill her with my germs she’d be dead 

by now.” Erin decided. 

            “Tina, I’ve lost so much respect for you.” David replied, 

handing Erin her breakfast platter.  

            “What smells so good?” Billy stretched his long legs and 

leaned his head over the edge of the bed. His hair hit the carpeting 

and he looked like a human bat hanging upside down. 

            “Mr. Toilet bowl, go back to sleep, there is nothing here for 

you.” David ordered. Billy ignored him and rolled onto the floor. 

He crawled over and pushed me over. He crawled under the covers 

and grabbed my breakfast. 

            “Excuse you!” I squealed, pulling it from him. “Get your 

own.” 

            “But David is being uptight again.” Billy whined, grabbing 

a slice of bacon. “He isn’t sharing with his bunk mate.” 

            “Try the grits, they are so good!” Erin mumbled through 



 

 

mouthfuls. “So, so, good,”  

            “That’s a great idea,” Billy picked up my spoon and dug in. 

I frowned. 

            “David, these human germ carriers are contaminating my 

plate, what shall I do?” I grinned. Billy winked. 

            “You can just have Billy’s platter.” David cackled, much 

too happy with himself.  

            I crawled out of the bed and sat next to him at the desk. 

“Who do you have a lunch date with today?” 

            “This girl named Sara Winds.” Billy and I looked at each 

other. “Hopefully she won’t be as despicable as Erin.”   

             Erin’s mouth dropped. Grits seeped out the sides of her 

lips and Billy laughed. “I am not despicable!”  

            “Who are you going out with today, Billy?” I changed the 

subject. He rolled his eyes and swallowed a big spoonful of grits. 

            “Mariana, your friend,” He answered, dabbing his bacon 

inside some syrup. “Erin has a date with Nelton.” My eyes 

widened. Erin, be careful. He is not fixable. 

            “Why’d you open my mail last night?”  

Erin looked up and smiled. “As if you really care; give it a 

rest, Tina.” 

I got up and took a shower. The morning was creeping 

away so fast and my date with Brent would be upon me in no time. 

I wasn’t sure why I was so excited. Was he really insecure? Was 



 

 

Billy right about that? Why did I care so much about Brent?  

I heard new voices arguing through the sound of the water. 

I couldn’t make out anything except, “Fine”. I turned off the water 

and dried off, rubbing scented lotion all over my legs. Not that 

Brent would get that close to me… It didn’t hurt to be prepared. 

I pulled on a pair of black dress shorts and a white, low cut 

sweater. 

“Tina I need to take a shower.” David tapped on the door.  

“I will be right out.” I shouted, combing through my wet 

hair. I opened the door and made my way for the drier. Nelton 

stood with his arms folded across his chest.  

“So this is what you look like in the morning.” He grinned, 

yanking my hair. “Not too shabby.” 

“Aren’t you going out on a date with Erin today?” I 

inquired, quickly flipping my hair. Water hit Nelton’s shirt.  

“Actually,” He began. I turned on the drier and drowned 

him out for as long as I could. I flipped my hair back up and he was 

gone. I peered around the corner but the room was empty. Besides, 

David in the shower, I was alone.  

I grabbed my duffle bag and rummaged around for some 

eyeliner. Now that I could see with my contacts in, I wanted to 

highlight my best features for Brent.   

            David came out of the bathroom and signed. “Nelton is a 

real piece of work.” 



 

 

            “Why, what did he do?” I looked up from the mirror.  

            David came out completely dressed. “He cancelled his date 

with Erin. She is devastated.” 

            “Can he do that?”  

            “Apparently, he can. He went to Dr. Montgomery and got 

written consent.” David shook his head. “Anyways, I have to take 

her out now. She wouldn’t stop crying about how mortified she 

was.” 

            “Who is going out with Sara Winds then?” 

            “Billy offered.” 

            “What about Mariana?” 

            “She said she’d go out with Gilbert and that girl Cecelia 

offered to go out with Brent again. They seemed to really hit it off 

the other night.” David combed his hair. This time the part wasn’t 

as perfect. They hit it off? Brent liked Cecelia? 

            “That means,” I stammered, flopping down on the edge of 

the bed, “That mean I have another date with Nelton today.”  

            “That is exactly what he wanted to happen.” David 

complained. “He is playing games and I don’t like it.” 

            “I wanted to go out with Brent.” I exclaimed. “David, why 

would he do this?” 

            “Who knows, I have to go meet Erin. I am sure Nelton is in 

the dining room. Do you want to walk with me?” 

            I shrugged my shoulders and followed him out the door. 



 

 

The hallway seemed longer than usual and my feet barely moved. 

Brent liked Cecelia? They hit it off? Nelton had a lot of explaining 

to do.  

            There he was, sitting alone at a round table for two in the 

corner away from all the other tables. When Nelton saw me, he 

smiled, standing by my chair.  

            “Why did you cancel your date with Erin?” I growled, 

pushing him away. “I can push my own chair in.” I scooted myself 

forward, avoiding his eyes. 

            “Well, it’s good to see you too.” Nelton smirked. He took a 

seat and leaned forward. “I don’t date actresses.”  

            I blinked. You’ve got to be kidding me. “You don’t date 

actresses? She’s only been an extra in a few movies. I wouldn’t call 

her an actress just yet.”   

            “She calls herself an actress and I do not believe in dating 

anymore more superficial than me.” Nelton winked and wrapped 

his foot around my ankle.  

            “Do you think that will keep me from walking out on you?” 

I questioned, picking up the menu. “I have never in all my life been 

treated so rotten.”  

            “Rotten?” Nelton looked up, loosening his lock on my leg. 

His eyes softened and he grabbed my hand. “I didn’t mean to hurt 

your feelings. I thought you liked me. After that kiss last night I 

was sure…” 



 

 

            “The kiss you forced me to have?” I retorted, slamming my 

fist against the table. He covered my two fists with his hands. They 

were warm and firm. 

            “I remember you participating very clearly.”  

            “You tricked me into it.” 

            Nelton rolled his eyes and groaned. “Oh please, don’t make 

yourself a personal victim.” 

            “What is that supposed to mean?” 

            “A person only does what they want to do.” Nelton said. He 

squeezed my hands tighter. “A personal victim just won’t fess up 

to it. They blame everyone else for their well thought out actions. 

Don’t be a victim, Tina, just admit that you kissed me back and 

loved it.” His lips curved into a smile.  

            I forced myself not to smile. The corners of my mouth 

twitched and I looked away. Nelton let go of my hands and picked 

up his menu. “What are you in the mood for?” 

            “I just ate a huge breakfast.” 

            “Well, then why don’t we go to the pool?” Nelton 

suggested. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you in a bikini.” 

            “I will never wear a bikini around you.” I promised. He 

laughed and looked away.  

            “You make everything so complicated. Why can’t you just 

flirt back? Are you afraid of your hormones?” Nelton slid his leg 

between the two of mine.  



 

 

            I spread my legs a part and he took advantage instantly, 

kneeing me in my private area. “Nelton!” I screeched. “What do 

you think you are doing?” 

            “Come swimming with me. You don’t have to wear a bikini 

if you don’t want to. You don’t have to wear anything-“ 

            “Stop trying to swoon me,” I ordered, shoving myself away 

from the table. “This date is over.”  

            “Our dates seem to always end with you running away.” 

Nelton observed. “Do you run away from everything or just men?” 

I stopped and turned abruptly. Nelton did not move. “Come swim 

with me. You can wear a tee shirt and shorts for all I care. We will 

just swim and have a good time. I won’t tease you anymore today, I 

promise.” 

            I looked him in the eyes and blushed. His gaze was intense. 

I looked away and sighed. “Fine, but one more obnoxious 

comment from you and I am gone.”  

            “I’ll meet you at the pool in twenty minutes.” Nelton said, 

standing up. He did not walk me to the elevator. My heart sort of 

dropped when he vanished down the hall. Why didn’t he walk with 

me? 

            I went back to my room and changed into a two piece. I 

covered the suit up with a white tee shirt and red surfer shorts. 

Where was Billy? He’d love this. I rubbed off my eyeliner and went 

outside to the pool. Nelton wasn’t there yet so I decided to climb 



 

 

into the water and do under water handstands.  

            Someone grabbed me by the ankles and I swallowed 

chlorinated water. I surfaced and splashed Billy in the face. He 

laughed hysterically. “Look at you in your surfer shorts.” He 

teased. “Too bad Marietta doesn’t have any waves or I’d take you 

out for a private lesson.” 

            “What are you doing out here?” I asked, flipping back my 

hair. He pointed to a girl basking in the sun.  

            “Sara said she didn’t mind sun bathing while I swam.” Billy 

answered ogling at her half naked body. “Is she amazing or what? 

            “Or what,” I stuck out my tongue and he dunked me. 

“Okay, okay I was only kidding!” I laughed, gurgling water. “I 

have my contacts in, be careful.” I coughed and spit up more water. 

            “Where’s your date?” Billy questioned, looking around. I 

shrugged my shoulders.  

            “He told me to meet him here in twenty minutes so I guess 

he is late.”  

            “Or maybe he’s stood you up.” Billy’s eyes darkened. 

“He’s rejecting you, making you feel bad on purpose.” 

            “No, why would he do that?” I argued, looking around for 

any sign of Nelton. Besides the quiet Sara Winds and the human 

fish, Billy, the pool was empty. Was he right? Did Nelton blow me 

off? 

            “If I were you, I’d just go back to the room. Don’t let him 



 

 

play games with you.” Billy suggested. “When he finally gets here 

I will tell him that you had better things to do than wait for him.” 

            “Tell him he missed seeing me in a string bikini too.” I 

laughed, splashing water at him one last time. He sank under water 

and swam away from me towards the deep end. I climbed out of 

the pool and headed for my room.  

            I towel dried, took out my contact and changed into a night 

shirt before lying on my bed. A thick cloth stuck in my throat. 

Nelton stood me up. My stomach jumped in all directions. I dug 

into my duffle back and grabbed a Tylenol PM. I drank a coke, 

looked at the clock a few times and pretended to watch TV, 

waiting for the pill to work. Finally, I closed my eyes and fell 

asleep.   

             

 

             

             

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Chapter Six” 

Courtship 

 

            “What’s going on?” Nelton stood over me. I rubbed my 

eyes and squinted. He was just a bunch of blurry colored shapes. 

            “Could you hand me my glasses?” I felt them hit my 

stomach. “Thanks.” 

            “Why’d you leave the pool?” He shouted now. “That was 

messed up.” 

            “You were really late and I have better things to do than 

wait around for you.”  

            “You have some nerve, you know that? Has anyone ever 

told you that you were a selfish, uninteresting, rude girl? You’ll be 

lucky if anyone wants you.” 

            I put my glasses on slowly. The last thing I wanted to do 

was “see”. “So you don’t like being rejected? You can dish out 

rejection and mean words but can’t take it.” 

            “Look, you…” Nelton paced in the small space. “I am very 

tired of these stupid games you keep playing with me. Either you 

take this seriously or I will make sure-“ 

            “Make sure of what, huh Nelton?” I stood up and stared 

into his eyes. They were sharp today. “Are you threatening me?”  



 

 

            He grabbed my wrist and dragged me towards the 

bathroom. “Get ready, we are going out.”  

            “Who do you think you are talking to?” I screeched.  

            “My new fiancée,” Nelton winked, closing the bathroom 

door. It was probably the smartest move because I was about to 

lose it. 

            “What are you talking about?” 

            “The guys got to pick who they were going to court and I 

chose you.” 

            “What happened to dating for a month and then picking a 

serious one?” I slid down the side of the door. “You mean I am 

stuck with you?” 

            “Thanks, and yes. I am not that bad. All this alone time will 

be what you need to see how great I am.” Nelton reassured me. 

            “I don’t want to marry you.” I admitted, punching the door 

as hard as I could. My knuckles throbbed and I couldn’t bend my 

fingers for a few seconds. Tears threatened to fall down my cheeks. 

            “Well, too bad, you are stuck with me. You should be 

grateful someone is willing to put up with your crap.” 

            “Nelton, don’t pull the ‘put her down’ game on me. It 

won’t work. Just be honest with me, please.” I got up and sat on 

the toilet seat. I wanted to stick my head inside and flush 

repeatedly-well, his head, not mine. 

            “We have a couple’s therapy session in a few minutes so I 



 

 

suggest you get ready.” Nelton tapped on the door. “Tina, it’s 

going to be okay, I promise.” 

            “Why don’t I believe you?” I whispered, turning on the 

showerhead. I got ready fast and left my hair wet and didn’t bother 

to put on my contacts. 

            “Are you going to wear those out in public?” Nelton asked, 

pointing to my glasses. “You look like a nerd.” 

            “Does that bother you?”  

            “N-no, I guess not.” He opened the door and let me go 

through first.     

            We walked towards the elevator and I forced a smile. I 

couldn’t wait to speak to Dr. Crane. She’d promised me so much 

and nothing was coming true so far except that I’d be mad at her.  

            Dr. Abraham Dexter sat at the desk. Where are you, Crane? 

“Have a seat please.” He motioned to a love seat in the corner. 

            “I do not want to marry him.” I announced, taking a seat. 

Nelton’s face burned red and he narrowed his eyes at me. 

            “That was rude.” He frowned, sitting next to me. He 

wrapped his arm through mine and squeezed my fingers together.  

            “That hurts.” I complained, pulling my hand free.  

            “Not as much as what you just said to me.” 

            Abraham Dexter cleared his throat and pushed up his round 

spectacles. “Shall we start the session?”  

            “Why not,” I sighed. “Let’s hurry up and check into 



 

 

Hades.” 

            “Can I change my mind and pick someone else?” Nelton 

asked. Dexter shook his head and scribbled in his notepad. 

            “He is analyzing us now. Be careful with what you say. He 

will diagnose you with all sorts of phobias, problems, disorders…” 

            “Tina, please, you are giving him a case all by yourself.” 

            “Nelton, sweetie, I want you to see the real me, get you 

ready for what happens next.” I batted my eyelashes. 

            “You are a real piece of work.” 

            “Give up then.” 

            “I like a challenge.” 

            I folded my arms and glared at the doctor. “Where is Dr. 

Crane? I have a bone to pick with her.”  

            “She is on another couple’s therapy session right now. You 

will have a chance to see her at the end of the week.” Dexter 

answered. “We must discuss the courtship arrangement.” 

            “Bring it on.”  

            “You will be given a week to date exclusively. Then you 

will be re-partnered. This time, the girls will pick the one they wish 

to court…” 

            “You mean it is only for a week?”  

            “Yes, that is all for now. You will have to share rooming 

accommodations with each other starting tomorrow.” 

            “Just him or will we have others in the room?” 



 

 

            “Just the two of you,”  

            “Why not put us with others?” I whined, touching palm to 

palm as if I were praying.  

            “I have another appointment. Please sign out with my 

assistant.” Dexter looked down at his watch. “I’ve run overtime.” 

            “I have that affect on therapists.” I rolled my eyes and 

pushed up my glasses. My heart pounded at the thought of having 

to share a room with Nelton for an entire week.  

            “No funny stuff.” I pointed my finger in his face.  

            “Wear those glasses and believe me, I won’t be trying 

anything.” Nelton snorted, rolling his eyes at me. He bent back my 

finger until I cried mercy. “That’s for embarrassing me in there.” 

            “I’m going back to my room.” I pushed him away and 

stormed down the hall.              

            David and Erin sat on the bed with his suitcase. Erin was 

actually helping David put his things back. He looked frustrated 

and impatient. 

            “Please, Erin, it is very sweet of you to try and help me but 

I have a certain way of doing things and- 

            “David, please chill out! Your things are only going to be in 

here for less than a day.” Erin reasoned, shoving socks into unused 

pockets of his suitcase. 

            “I have a system.” He announced, standing on top of the 

bed. “And you are causing serious cracks in it.” 



 

 

            “Crack, you don’t use that stuff do you?”  

            “Of course not,” 

            “Good, because I am anti-drug, David, and I can’t have a 

courtship with a man who- 

            “It is just for the week and I did NOT pick you. I happened 

to have gone last which means we get partnered by default.” 

            “Hey, Tina, how was your therapy session?” Erin asked, 

avoiding David’s gaze. She looked hurt. 

            “I am good; just tired.” I lay down on the other bed and 

crawled under the covers.  

 

 


