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Chapter One


How can it possibly hurt so bad when I know I'm doing the right thing? I know I am. Aren't I?  Don't question your decision, Shannon, I tell myself. You've already made it, you can't change your mind now. 
But still, my hands are shaking as I walk up to the coffee shop where I know James is waiting for me like he always does. This morning seems like every other morning. The same faces behind the espresso bar, same kids hanging round, grabbing a coffee before heading down to the beach for a surf. The jasmine is blooming in the courtyard outside, the birds are singing the same bird songs, and the sky is the same southern California cobalt blue as always. This is my local place, these are my friends, and James... well, James is my love. But this morning is not like any other morning because this morning is my last in town. Only I know this. I haven't told anyone except my mother that I am leaving. Not even James.
I meant to tell him, really I did. But I didn't have the courage to break his heart, to see the look on his face. 
"Hello beautiful," he greets me when I walk up to the table where he's standing with a couple of our friends. 
"Hi," I say, and give him a peck on the cheek. 
I'm afraid he's going to know something is up. He knows me so well. But he's distracted laughing at something with our friends. 
I watch him while he's talking. I want to burn his features into my mind so I don’t forget one single detail of his face. He's so handsome. He's perfect. What am I doing leaving a man like this? He's kind, smart, fun, athletic, interesting, not to mention gorgeous. We've been together for two years, since the beginning of our junior year in high school and we are amazing together. We won 'best couple' title both years. Everyone thought we'd get married. So did I. 
But I have to go. I have to see what else is out there in the world. James will never leave this place. He will never leave this coast, this ocean. And I won't be content if I stay. 
"Come on, sweetie," he says. "There's south swell today, the surf is pumping. Let's get down there before it gets too crowded.
"I can't today. I just came by to say hi real quick," I lie. 
He senses something in my voice and turns his attention on me. "Everything alright?"
"Yeah, of course," I look down and shuffle my feet. "I just...mom needed an extra hand in the bakery today. Someone quit without notice and she's shorthanded."
"You’re a good daughter," he says, reassured at my response. 
"She's such a good mother."
He smiles, "She sure is. Well, I'm going to get going then. See you later?"
"Yes," I lie again. Then I go in for a hug. It will be our last and it takes all my strength not to cry. I hug him hard. Then I remember to slip the note into his pocket. "I love you, James," I whisper.
He looks down at me perplexed. "I love you, too, Shannon. What's with the big hug? You're acting like we're never going to see each other again."
"I just...I love you, that's all."
He kisses the tip of my nose. "Silly girl," he says before turning. "I got you," he says, and pats his heart. 
"I got you," and I pat mine. 
Then he walks out the door, gets into his old classic car and drives away towards the big blue Pacific Ocean.
***This is going to be the longest bus ride of my life. I ignore all of James' texts and calls. My heart brakes a hundred times into a thousand pieces when I read the first few. He got my note. He's freaking out. Somewhere in Arizona I decide to block him. It will do me no good to see the messages and the sooner he understands that I'm really not coming back, the better off he'll be; the sooner he'll forget me. He probably thinks I'm being cruel. He will never understand. But I must do it or I won't be able to get through to the end of this bus ride. 
I look out the window and watch as the dusty red landscape goes past my window in a blur. It puts me into a trance-like state which soothes my bleeding heart. I've never seen this landscape, with these huge cactus and impressive cliff formations. I'm a beach girl. I was raised in a house on the bluffs of Pismo Beach, with the continuous sound of the surf and the seagulls overhead; with the smell of salt in my nose and sand between my toes. When I look out the window at this vast desert landscape, a chill goes up my spine. I wish the bus would stop and let me explore. It's like a movie set straight out of a western movie. I close my eyes and let this feeling sink in. It's this feeling that leads me on. It's this feeling that confirms I'm doing the right thing. My future is not back there, it lays somewhere ahead. 
The sun is getting low and the colors outside turn golden and red. I stare at my reflection in the window and again, my thoughts turn to James. I can't imagine how he must be feeling right now. I'm sure he's gone over to my house by now and begged my mom to explain why I left. She probably held him in her arms and comforted him. I hope she's able to get through to him. I don't want him to hate me, to resent the time we spent together. 
Somewhere around Wichita my heart begins to feel the pull of the future instead of the past and I begin to think of what is to come with excitement. 
***Three days later I arrive at the Manhattan bus depot. Finally. Three days after that and my dorm-mate arrives. 
"Seriously?" says Monica when I tell her I grew up on the beach, surfing with dolphins and snorkeling in the ocean. "I thought life like that was just in the movies."
I feel kind of bad now, as if I was bragging about my how cool my life has been. But that's just been my normal life, I can't help it. Monica is from Nebraska. She grew up in a small flat town, playing in cornfields. I suppose my life seems exotic to her. 
"Sure." I say. "But here we both are, now. New York, baby!" 
We high five. I can already tell I'm going like Monica. I've already gathered that she's got a wicked dry sense of humor and an unflappable, stalwart character. 
The following week school begins. I dig into the natural science program at NYU, go out with Monica at night, and begin to make friends. The city has an infectious energy and it tickles my curious bone. Everyone is dressed sharp all the time and it's so much fun just walking down the street, seeing and being seen. The streets of New York are a constant live fashion show happening all around in real time, so different from back home where everyone wears beach gear every day. The only thing that really changes there are flip flops in the summer and Ugg’s in the winter. 
The bars and restaurants in New York are open till the wee hours of the morning, there are live shows every night, and the city is hopping 24/7. It's everything I wanted to experience. I meet people from all over the world, every walk of life. I'm completely enchanted. 
The pain of the loss of James stays with me for a while, but eventually I just get lost in my new life. It fades away. I know I did the right thing, for us both. I feel guilty though, about the way I did it. I was a coward just leaving him a note and not facing reality. 
But he still haunts my dreams. I see his face in my mind, suffering in pain or full of anger towards me. In the dreams I always feel like a fallen angel. As if I bit the apple in the garden of paradise. I wake in a sweat or sometimes crying, begging for his forgiveness. I know these dreams are the result of my guilt for leaving like that. I hope he doesn't hate me. I hope that somewhere in his heart, he understands why I had to go and has forgiven me. 
After a little more time goes by, the dreams fade and I am just emersed in my own life, like I assume he probably is, too.
***"What do you think of these boots?" asks Monica.
"Fantastic," I say. 
It's been six months now, and Monica and I have become best friends and we are rocking this city. 
"This band is supposed to be amazing," she says, looking at herself in the full body mirror of my overstuffed closet. 
Monica is thick and wide hipped and she looks great. She's one of those people who wouldn't look right any other way. Like her weight just adds to the substance of her character. It matches her hearty laugh and her bigger than life personality. 
Tonight she's wearing a black skirt, maroon leggings with a striped texture and black boots with wooden heels. She's sporting lipstick to match the stockings and her freshly died black hair in a top bun that shows off her cheek bones which have a native American shape to them, strong and wide. 
"You’re not wearing that, are you?" she asks, looking at me. 
I still haven’t quite gotten the hand of this whole city-attire thing. I'm wearing Jeans and a Kelly-green blouse, brown sweater, and suede ankle boots. 
"What's wrong with this?" I ask.
"I mean, it's cute, but you look like you’re going to a lecture, not a rock 'n roll show. Come on," she says, throwing my closet open. "Let’s see what you've got in here."
She shuffles through my clothes and throws onto the bed a white stretchy skirt, my black wedge boots, a black top and a denim jacket. 
"There. That's more like it," she declares.
"OK, fine," I laugh. 
I put the get-up on and I'm transformed. 
"Hair down. You look like a mermaid with your hair down. Like a California dream."
Then she does my makeup, heavy on the eye liner and black shadow, which accentuates my green eyes. 
"Alright, let's go," says Monica, when she's satisfied with my appearance. 
***Once the headlining band comes on, it's already midnight and Monica and I are feeling good. We are swaying and boogying on the dance floor. Several other friends are here, too. 
Everyone keeps telling me how good this band is, the Lucas Dean Band. Finally they come out on stage and we get up in the front, ready to have our minds blown. The stage is dark and Monica and I are busy whispering about the cute guy who keeps trying to catch her eye, so I'm distracted and don't see the band come out until suddenly the lights come on the stage and the first notes of the guitar reverberate through my body. 
I look up, and standing there above me on the stage is the guitarist, lost in a trance of his own making.
"That's him, Lucas Dean," whispers Monica.
"He's gorgeous!"
"I know."
He is. He has dark wavy hair that just reaches his collar. His face is sculpted like a roman marble figure and from my angle below, I can see his Adams apple is very pronounced. The muscles in his neck strain as he sings and I can't take my eyes away. 
Suddenly he looks down, directly at me, like a magnet. The second our eyes meet, a spark between us passes back and forth. I'm shocked by it and electricity courses through my body. He holds my eyes and I see the corner of his mouth upturn into a smile. An intimate smile, just for me, before he closes his eyes and begins singing. I feel a hard nudge. Monica has not missed this exchange.
"Girl!" she says, "I saw that!"
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