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CHAPTER ONE

Xs and Os

 

Christmas morning.

Cassandra woke giddy with excitement, and she couldn’t even put her finger on why. She wasn’t a child anymore and didn’t wake up at the crack of dawn, anxious to see what Santa might have brought.

And then her thoughts landed on Tiago, on the way he’d held her the night before, at the depth of their conversations. A delicious warmth bubbled up in her chest, traveling all the way to her face and brushing a smile onto her lips.

Tiago was why she was happy.

Her clock showed it was almost eight in the morning. She grabbed her pillow and threw it at Emily’s head. 

“Wake up!” she crowed. “It’s Christmas!”

That got Emily up. Cassandra ducked into the bathroom to brush her teeth, then she made her way to the living room behind her sister.

The rest of the family had gathered, except Tiago. Cassandra wanted to be the one to go and wake him, but she kept quiet, knowing that would look suspicious. Instead, Annette ran down the stairs to his room. He joined them moments later, the only one not in pajamas, and the unwrapping began. 

Cassandra watched anxiously for Tiago to get to her gift. She chewed on her lower lip when he finally picked up the box. What if he didn’t like it? He pulled out the cologne. 

“Oh, wow,” he said. “This is very nice.”

“You like it?” Cassandra tried not to sound too eager.

“I do.” He gave her a smile, and it warmed her insides. She looked down, hoping her parents hadn’t noticed their interaction.

The morning continued with opening presents. Tiago gave Cassandra a little mouse candle, and she remembered walking through the candle store with him and showing him everything she liked. Then the family finished with gifts, and Cassandra’s mom told her to drive to Fayetteville and get Grandma.

“Want to come?” she asked Tiago.

He looked at Mrs. Jones. “Is that all right?”

They must’ve been doing a good job of acting normal, because Mrs. Jones nodded. “That’s fine.”

Finally! She’d be alone with him! She grabbed her purse and went out to the car. She turned it on, warming it up, and waited for him. He climbed into the passenger side a moment later.

“Hi,” she said, grinning at him as she backed the car out of the driveway.

“Hi,” he replied. He reached over and took her hand, closing his fingers over hers. 

The touch left her breathless and wanting more. So much more.

They didn’t talk much on the drive to Fayetteville. The sky was white and cloudy overhead, but it refused to snow.

“Snow would be nice,” she said with a sigh. “We never get it for Christmas.”

“It would be nice,” Tiago agreed. “It wasn’t enough last time.”

She parked in front of Grandma’s apartment complex and got out of the car. Tiago came around to her side and finally, finally wrapped her in his arms. He held her for a long moment before stepping away.

“I’m trying very hard not to kiss you,” he said, his eyes large and serious. “I don’t want your parents to hate me.”

His words sent a little thrill down her spine. Her last experience with kissing had not been wonderful, and a part of her was terrified that would happen again with Tiago. But the other part of her wanted to say to hell with the rules and the expectations and just kiss her already.

As if reading her thoughts, Tiago’s face bent near hers. He brushed her nose with his, and then his lips touched hers ever so briefly before he jumped back as if he’d been electrocuted.

“Whoa. That was close.” He took her hand and pulled her into the building, and Cassandra’s heart fluttered. That counted, didn’t it? It was a kiss. A small one, but still a kiss.

He hugged her from behind in the elevator, resting his chin on her shoulder. But he didn’t turn her around, and she imagined he was worried he would try to kiss her again. 

They reached the ninth floor and knocked on the apartment door. Grandma opened it and cackled at them.

“Look at you two! You’re the cutest couple!”

Cassandra and Tiago looked at each other awkwardly.

“No, Grandma,” Cassandra said, correcting her. “We’re not together. He’s our exchange student.”

Grandma let out her dry laugh again. “Oh, I can see clearly.”

“Grandma.” Cassandra waved at her. “You can’t go saying things like that! I’ll get in trouble!”

To Cassandra’s surprise, something like a glint of understanding flashed in her grandmother’s eyes. Grandma pinched her fingers together and ran them across her lips as if zipping her mouth shut.

“I won’t say a word.”

Cassandra looked at Tiago again. Could they trust her grandmother? Was it possible they could be themselves around her? She didn’t dare try it right now.

Tiago sat in the back on the way home, and Grandma chatted the whole way, asking questions about what gifts they’d gotten and given.

They were almost home when Cassandra’s car made a noise like a gunshot, and her driving went wobbly.

“What the heck?” she gasped out.

“Stop driving,” Tiago said.

Grandma clutched the door handle, looking ready to bolt.

“We’re less than a mile from home!” Cassandra said.

“Cassandra,” Tiago said, “you need to see what’s wrong.”

He was right. She was panicking. Cassandra pulled the car to the side of the road and got out.

The tire had blown. Pieces of fabric and rubber and tiny wires poked out all along the rim. Cassandra looked up the road where her house was less than a mile away. Then she looked at her grandma and Tiago.

“What should I do?”

Grandma looked helpless, and Tiago shrugged.

“Maybe you should call your dad?”

He would just yell at her. When something like this happened, it was always her fault. It would go better if she got the car home first. “Let’s drive home and I’ll tell him there.”

No one argued with her, and they piled back into the car. Cassandra drove very slowly, hearing the clinking sound of the tire and feeling how the car wanted to wobble to the right. Finally she pulled into the driveway and let out of breath of relief. She didn’t even stop to help Grandma out, leaving that for Tiago, before bolting into the house to confess about the tire.

Her dad reacted as expected. He followed her back out to the car so she could show him the tire, and his tirade became louder as he told her she had done damage to the rim just by driving on it.

“You should’ve stopped where you were and had me come get you!”

“Okay, I’m sorry, I did it all wrong!” 

“You’re grounded for a week from using the car!”

“Fine!” Cassandra threw her hands up in the air, just as angry as he was. She turned around and stomped off toward the backyard, not ready to go inside and open more presents from Grandma.

She heard the front door open and close as her dad went back inside. At least she was alone here.

The side door to the garage opened, and Tiago stepped out onto the patio. “Hi.”

She stopped her angry tracking around the house and turned, coming back to him.

“I’m grounded,” she said moodily. 

“I’m sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s always my fault.”

“We won’t be here for most of the week anyway. Don’t we leave for your cousins’ house tomorrow?”

He brought up a good point, and she brightened. By the time they got back, her dad would probably have forgotten about the grounding. 

Tiago’s hand closed around her wrist, pulling her closer. She leaned forward to kiss his cheek, but he turned his face. Instead of his cheek, her lips met his. Tiago’s mouth opened against hers for one delicious moment as he pulled her closer, and an electric tingle jolted through her belly to her shoulders. Then he backed away, releasing her.

“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

He turned around and went back into the garage, leaving her standing there by herself. 

She didn’t feel the least bit sorry. She replayed that intoxicating moment of their almost-kiss, feeling again the tingle of pleasure in her belly. 

She went back into the house, but this time she couldn’t keep the smile from her face. Grounded. Who cared?

She sat with her siblings while Grandma opened her presents, then she glanced around, looking for Tiago. Where was he? Had he come back in? As soon as presents were done, she excused herself and went down to his room.

There was no sign of him. 

Trying not to look like she was looking for him, Cassandra checked Annette’s room and then the kitchen. Still no Tiago. She opened the door to the garage and took a step inside.

“There you are!” She blinked at him in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

He stood with his hands in his pockets, and he lifted his shoulders in a shrug.

She took a few steps down into the garage and stood in front of him, looking up into his face. “It’s a bit cold in here.”

He bent his head and pressed his mouth to hers, his lips crushing against hers. This time he didn’t pull away. He didn’t back up. His mouth opened, his tongue dancing over hers, and Cassandra’s heart skipped a beat as a heady euphoria washed over her. She clutched the front of his sweater, using him to hold herself up as her knees went weak.

So this was what kissing was supposed to feel like.

Tiago pulled back, his thumb brushing over her lips, and she reached for his hand, her heart racing. 

“Merry Christmas,” he said. 

She stared at his lips, wanting him to kiss her again. And again and again for that exquisite feeling. 

“Go back in the house,” he said softly. “I’ll come later. So no one notices.”

“Okay,” she breathed. She turned around and floated back inside, gliding over the steps, past the laundry room and into her bedroom.  

Her lips throbbed, her body humming with an electric energy. She wanted to grab him and sneak him into her room and kiss him over and over again. 

Crapola. She was in trouble.

Cassandra distracted herself by calling all her friends and wishing them a merry Christmas. She couldn’t tell any of them the new developments, not over the phone. 

Oliver was the only who asked. “How are things?”

“Better,” she said. “Thanks again for Monday.”

“You’re sure things are better?”

She grinned, remembering the kiss. “I think it’s all going to work out. It’s weird but—better. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

He laughed. “Okay.”

“Merry Christmas, Oliver. I love you dearly.”

“Love you too.”

*~*

The next day the family piled into the van to drive down to Georgia. Cassandra wondered what she would say to Carla. They only saw each other once a year, but they’d gotten to be pretty good friends. Would she be able to tell her about Tiago?

She sat next to him in the back of the van, and the warm look he gave her as she crawled to the backseat sent shivers down her spine. Emily sat on the other side.

It was a twelve-hour drive, so they hunkered down to make the most of it. Mrs. Jones played audio books, but Tiago had brought his own music. He pulled on Cassandra, and she leaned in close. He put an arm around her under the guise of helping her put in one of his ear buds, then his hand drifted down her back and stayed around her waist. 

She wanted to kiss him again.

He slipped his hand under her shirt and rubbed the bare skin. She sat up and pulled away from him, a little alarmed as a shiver of delight raced across her skin. She liked his touch, and her blood was hot with the desire to be near him. This worried her. She was not as in control of her feelings as she thought she would be.

But even though she sat next to him the entire drive to Georgia, they had no opportunity to be alone. Only one time when the family made a pitstop at a gas station did the two of them make it back to the car before everyone else. For a split second it was just her and Tiago in the back seat, and he pulled her over to him, his mouth falling on hers in an instant, hot in its desire to claim her. She returned his kiss with just as much fervor, grasping at this brief moment before they had to pretend not to feel anything for each other again.

They withdrew when they heard the laughing voices of her sisters approaching. Cassandra tried to still her pounding heart. but all she wanted was to climb on top of Tiago and keep kissing him.

These were the feelings she’d been warned about her whole life. The ones that made you forget rationale and give in to momentary gratification. She did a mental check of herself. They had to slow down if they were going to keep this relationship in the proper boundaries.

He took her hand when the drive started up again, and she allowed that, but she planned how she would talk to him about the kissing and staying safe.

It was nearly ten o’clock at night when they pulled into her cousins’ house in Georgia. Her cousins had grown up over the years, and nobody came running out to the car to meet them. Cassandra grabbed her bag and went into the kitchen, where Carla and Jennifer and Steve stood by the counter, talking and laughing while they ate from a bag of chips. Carla’s eyes darted to Cassandra when she came inside, and for a moment Cassandra felt that awkwardness, that uncertainty. But then Carla smiled and ran over to hug her.

“You’re here!”

Cassandra smiled back. “We made it.”

“You’re in my room again. Come on, you can get situated.”

Cassandra gestured as Tiago came in behind her. “This is Tiago. He’s our exchange student.”

Carla nodded at him. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m not sure which room you’re in. We’ll find a spot for you.”

Carla chatted on about how swim team was going in her senior year of school, and Cassandra tried not to worry about where they were putting Tiago. They would find each other soon enough.

Carla showed her to the bedroom. “You won’t see Jennifer much. She doesn’t sleep here often. She’s usually with friends. So make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be back. I’m going to see if my mom needs anything.”

Carla left, and Cassandra heard her talking to someone in the hallway. She put her bag on the bed and sat down. She wasn’t the same person from a year ago. Even a week ago.

The door pushed open, and she turned her head, expecting to see Carla. But it was Tiago.

“Hey,” she said. “Where is your room?”

“Down the hall. With the boys.” He closed the door, then crossed over to her at the bed. He sat beside her and turned his face to kiss her all in the same motion.

Her hands came up to his chest, flattening there, keeping a little bit of space between their bodies as they kissed. Every nerve ending in her skin screamed for more contact. More! His arm swept around her back, pulling her closer, and Cassandra broke the kiss off.

“What’s wrong?” Tiago asked.

“I don’t think we should kiss so often.”

“What do you mean?” He frowned at her. “We’ve only kissed twice today.”

How could she explain to him it was because of what he made her feel? Kissing him was like dancing next to fire, playing with the delicious heat and hoping not to get burned. But she was flammable.

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Tiago drew back, his brow furrowed. She could see the displeasure in the set of his mouth. “Because you don’t feel for me what I feel for you,” he said.

What did he feel for her? And what did she feel for him? It was a legitimate point, but one she would analyze later. “No, that’s not it.”

He stood up and moved toward the bedroom door, his posture stiff and agitated. “I can’t be with a girl I can’t kiss.” 

She swiveled her body to watch him.

“Why not? Two days ago we hadn’t kissed and we were together, weren’t we?”

“Yeah. No. I don’t know. I don’t know what we were.”

His words hurt. Did he even care for her? Or did he just want to make out because it felt good? Her heart thundered in her throat, and she felt the terrifying fear that she might lose him just when she’d found him. “And now?”

“I guess I still don’t know.” 

He turned around and walked out of the room, and Cassandra swallowed hard, wanting to cry. She’d hurt him, but she wasn’t sure how.

Before she had time to work through her emotions, though, Tiago came back in.
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