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Lies. Lies. Lies. He was covered in lies. They oozed off him like slick, goopy slime. As if I didn’t already know Steve couldn’t be trusted. I always thought of him as a pompous ass, especially after our one and only date. 
But that was years ago.
Steve wouldn’t meet my eyes. I hadn’t spoken to him since my freshman year of high school. I wondered if he even remembered me. I remembered him all too well, Mr. Captain of the baseball team with the perfect smile. The thought of his cold, wet lips and octopus arms still made my skin crawl.

Regardless, he looked past me, around me, like I wasn’t good enough to look at. I could feel his apprehension so I knew I’d get him. I’d get him good. Call him out for being the jerk he was and embarrass him in front of his friends. I just needed to concentrate.

I closed my eyes, focused on blocking out the music and clarify­ing the image in my mind. I fingered the gold bracelet interpreting the words and images flowing from it.

“You just came back from someplace warm,” I declared.

With a snide look on his face the muscle-bound jock shook his head and spoke skeptically to the crowd of onlookers, “Like most of the country isn’t warm in July. This is bogus,” he chortled, still trying to best me. He thought his wise cracks were enough to intimidate me, to make me feel stupid and insecure so I would shut up. He wanted to end it here and now. Better to make me look bad before it went any further. Not going to happen. Not tonight. If I had to be miserable, so did he.

“I see a beach and water . . .”

“Hard one. Like we don’t live at the Jersey shore.”

“Not here,” I said a bit forcefully. “The water is clear blue, so it’s not in this state.”

“Oooh,” I heard someone jeer. “She’s onto you.”

“Shut up,” Mr. Macho snapped at his buddy while reaching for the bracelet I wasn’t ready to release. “You probably told her.”
“You’re there with a beautiful girl,” I continued. “Long blonde hair. Her name begins with the letter E.”
“You were with Emma?” A petite brunette bellowed while pounding her fist into his arm.

“Busted!” someone shouted before bursting into a fit of laughter.

“You don’t believe this bull, do you?” he pleaded.

With tears in her eyes, the girl rushed off, “You’re a shit!”

Steve snatched his bracelet and rushed after her, “Shari, wait. I haven’t seen her in months. She must be a friend of Emma’s or my shit-head friends are playing a joke. When I find out which one of you set this up . . .” the rest of the threat trailed off.

“That’s what you get for two timing,” I called watching him push through the sea of people. If he didn’t remember me before the reading, he’d never forget me now. I brought my hands together, “All right, show’s over.”
A few moans and grumbles, then suddenly I could breathe. A wave of relief washed over me as the oppressive group surrounding me thinned. My right eye burned, and the aching in my head had already begun. I knew I had to stop before the sharp blinding pain ensued.
I turned and looked for my best friend Grace. No sign of her. I shook my head. I didn’t even want to come to Mike’s stupid party, let alone be the entertainment, but she insisted. 
What exactly she found appealing about Mike was beyond me, but Grace had been crushing on him all through high school. She would do just about anything he asked; only before tonight he never did.
Earlier in the day, while life was still bliss, we were just two best friends lying in the sun with lemon juice in our hair (Grace’s attempt at natural highlights) listening to music. When Mike sauntered over poolside to extend the invitation, Grace turned into groupie girl, and it took her approximately one second to accept. I was biding time until I could convince her to leave.
“One more,” the voice caught me. Stopped me dead in my tracks. For a moment the room went silent, the people disappeared. All that existed was the soft soothing voice.

“C’mon, please,” he spoke again, and I wished he’d never stop talking so I could forever hear the sound of his melodious voice.

Before I could refuse, a small, gold ring was placed in my hand. I stood frozen, feeling as if someone connected a live wire to my heart. White electricity surged throughout my body.

I looked up to see what creature bore such exhilarating energy. His soft, golden-brown eyes captivated me. They were alive with laughter and mystery. I closed my eyes, barely able to focus and stroked the ring with my thumb. I took a deep breath, taking in the scent of his cologne. Fighting the sudden lump in my throat, I blurted out, “Romeo and Juliet.

“Excuse me?” he asked as he smiled, confused.

“It’s like Romeo and Juliet,” I recovered, tracing the diamond chip initial on the ring. “You believe you are in love.”

“She’s my Juliet?” he asked with a suspicious look.

“No, she’s your Rosalind,” I felt the need to explain, hoping to keep him nearby, “the girl Romeo thought he loved. Remember though, it was unrequited.”

“Really?” he asked egging me on, seeming to enjoy the conversa­tion.

“Yes,” I continued with a nod, “then he met Juliet, and Rosalind turned into nothing more than a distant memory. I’m sure you know the rest.”

“Do you know who my Juliet is?” he asked with a smile. “Have I met her yet?”

“Yes.” I answered.

“Hmm. Someone I know.” He looked around the crowd mis­chievously, a delicious smile on his lips, “Will we get married and live happily ever after?”

I shook my head sadly. “No.” I paused a moment, and found my breath. “You’re going to break my heart.”

I reached for his hand, his strong, warm hand, and took hold of it. I didn’t want to ever let go. I placed the ring in his palm, closed his fingers around it, turned and walked away.
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Chapter 2
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I plopped down on the back porch steps. I couldn’t believe what a fool I’d made out of myself. Grace called me “Ice Queen,” the stu­pid name Mike gave me, because I never let anyone get under my skin. I always controlled the situation. And never, never lost my head.

Except for now.

I sat with my face in my hands, trying calm the sudden tumult within me. I needed a moment of tranquility, to push him out of my mind. I wanted to forget about the mysterious guy who made my heart race and made me feel alive.

I didn’t notice the form standing next to the back door. I had no idea he stood in the shadows, until he cleared his throat.

I turned startled.

“Did I upset you?”

Upset me? Was he kidding? How could I tell him the sight of him, although unsettling, was uplifting, inspiring? Or that in sev­enteen years I’d never felt anything remotely close to this sudden, intense attraction, and had no clue how to handle this. And the mere fact he stood so close had me totally and completely befuddled, un­able to think clearly or string together a coherent thought.

“No.” I ordered myself to calm down. “I didn’t know you were there.”

“I can go back inside if you’d like,” he motioned toward the door.

“It’s not necessary,” I tried to sound nonchalant, like he had no effect on me. Besides, if he went inside I would be tempted to follow and that would definitely leave me at a disadvantage.

He sat on the step next to me and any pretense of nonchalant went out the window. I kept my eyes focused on the water in front of us, feeling my pulse race beneath my skin (acutely aware of his proximity), and how easy it would be to reach out and touch him.

I looked for something to talk about, anything to shift my at­tention away from how much I wanted to press myself against his body and kiss him. I needed a safe topic with no hidden innuendos. A soft, familiar sound seemed to wake me from the dreamlike trance he held over me. The one thing I could always count on for peace and tranquility: the gentle waves lapping against the ramparts of the waterway.

“The bay is beautiful, isn’t it?” I asked braving a glimpse of him.

“Incredible,” he answered with a sly smile. “The water’s deceiving though. It looks calm and peaceful, but it can sweep you away in a moment.”

Like his presence did with me.

“Speaking from experience?”

He shook his head, “Just making conversation.”

An awkward silence lingered.

He took a deep breath, “So what does it take to get you to smile?”

“Is that why you’re here? To make me smile?” A girl could hope.

“You’re the one with the answers, you tell me.”

“Answers? Hardly,” I snickered. But I could think of nothing else to say and turned my attention back to the ocean.

“I’ve done it again,” I heard a hint of sadness in his voice, and wanted to make better whatever troubled him. 

“What exactly is that?”

“I’m not sure. Upset you? Frightened you?”

“Yeah. Right.” I answered as if the idea was ridiculous.

“Then why’d you run and hide out here?” he asked sipping from a large red plastic cup.

“Why do you care?”

“I’m a lover, not a fighter,” he winked, his eyes gleamed.

I looked away, a reaction to the jittery feeling I got looking in his eyes.

“It leaves me feeling bad when girls flee from me,” he teased.

“So this happens often?”

“Only when the moon is blue.”

“Then don’t sweat it,” I patted his knee with my hand, a warm tingly feeling running from my fingers up my arm. I wondered if he felt it too. Our eyes met again. I wanted to look away, but instead got lost in his stare. I reminded myself to exhale while searching for my voice, “Just a plain, old moon tonight.”

“Good,” he chuckled, “I don’t like to think only minutes of speaking to me is enough to send you running. It usually takes much longer than a few minutes.”

I laughed. “I thought we already settled this,” I took a deep breath. “You startled me. That’s all. Otherwise you don’t frighten me.”

He raised an eyebrow, “Then what does frighten you?”

“Life, death, everything in between.”

“A flair for the dramatic, huh?” He leaned in to me and gently bumped my shoulder with his own, sending a heat wave through my body, through my heart.

“What happened to the easy questions, like what’s your name?” I asked.

“Reece Walton.”

He extended his hand, waiting for mine, I hesitated, afraid of his overpowering energy and how it unraveled me. I took a deep breath and then gave in.

“It’s nice to meet you, Reece.” He paralyzed me with his relent­less grip. I tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t allow it.

“Not until I get yours,” he said, his brown eyes penetrating mine.

“Jenna,” I answered.

“Just Jenna?”

I nodded, “I’m an enigma.”

“Yes, you are.” He gave another heartwarming smile, before an­other awkward silence hung between us.

“That was pretty cool, what you did with the jewelry. How’d you start?” he asked, releasing my hand.

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” he smiled.

I rolled my eyes. “I took chemistry last year. When we should’ve been learning about moles and valence electrons, my teacher was do­ing handwriting analysis on the class.”

“So you went head to head with her?” he joked.

I shook my head. “A few of us formed a study group. We got off topic and I joked saying I could give better readings than she could. I picked up a pen and said what I felt about its owner.”

“And it worked?” he asked, sounding skeptical.

I nodded. “I’ve always had feelings. I sort of knew things as a kid. I could sense a good day from a bad one. I’ve been able to predict winning lottery numbers just before the balls came up.” I explained. “I just used whatever was available, a pen, a piece of jewelry, some­thing with energy on it, closed my eyes and said what I felt about the owner. It’s just interpreting the energy on the object.”

“Want to give it another try?” He offered me his ring.

“Nah.” I shook my head and tried to create space between us. “If I do it too much or too long, I get killer migraines.”

He nodded, then elbowed me playfully, “You like me, don’t you?”

“What! Where did that come from?”

“Avoiding the question, that confirms it.”

“That’s ridiculous,” My face got hot. I felt like a fish out of water clinging to life, “If this is you putting on the charm, you’ve got a lot to learn.”

“You volunteering to teach me?” he asked.

Reece inched closer to me again, making it hard for me to think. Or breathe. His lips were closing in on me, getting closer every mo­ment. I held my breath, until I couldn’t take anymore and turned away.

“I think your girlfriend is better suited for the job,” I answered remembering how this whole thing started.

“Ouch.” He pulled back.

“Speaking of the lucky girl, shouldn’t she be missing you?” I asked, annoyed he tried so hard to lead me on, when I knew his interests lie elsewhere.

“Nah,” he looked away as he swirled the contents of his cup. He took a long swig. “We broke up.”

I shook my head in disbelief, “So naturally, even though you’re pining away over her, you’re here looking to hook up.”

“Is that a crime?”

“A crime? No.” I sighed deeply, “A stupid guy thing, yes.”

“How’s that?”

“You’re flirting with me, when I know full well you’re completely hung up on her.” I spoke indignantly. Being on the offensive with him came easier, more naturally for me.

“Is that so?” he retorted.

“Deny it. I dare you!”

“First of all,” his voice had a harsh edge to it. “I didn’t know it was a crime for feelings to linger.”

“Of course it isn’t.”

“By the way, does it look like I’m having the time of my life?” he asked, spitting back the attitude I threw his way.

“No. But...” I hoped he wouldn’t see how much his last com­ment stung.

“And,” he interrupted. “It doesn’t seem like you’re against flirting with me.”

“Me?” I felt the heat of embarrassment flush over my face. My cheeks were going to start smoking from being so over heated.

“Yes, you. You began the flirtatious behavior, I just continued it.”

“I started it?” He certainly did have a lot of nerve.

“You’re going to break my heart,” he said in falsetto.

My cheeks blistered with embarrassment. I was unaware I’d spo­ken those words aloud. “I was joking. I was just . . . joking with you,” I tried to explain.

Silence fell between us as he stared at the water. Reece glanced at me again, and took on a softer tone, “For the record, she dumped me.”

“Sorry. I guess I jumped to the wrong conclusion.”

The back door burst open with urgency. A striking young man emerged with big blue eyes open wide, his cheeks round and ruddy.

“Hey man, we need you in here.”

“What’s up?” Reece asked.

“Brandon’s wasted. He’s completely out of control,” the mystery guy from the party called.

“Be right there,” Reece turned back to me, a sad smile on his face, “Got to go,” he said taking my hand in his and bringing it up to his lips for a gentle kiss. “It was nice meeting you, ‘Just Jenna’.”

I opened my mouth. I had to say something, to stop him, to keep him with me for another moment, but no sound could escape before Reece’s friend interrupted, “Come on!”

Reece rushed to the door, looked back at me one last time and then he was gone.
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Chapter 3
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I didn’t move from my spot on the steps. I just sat and stared at Mike’s back door, waiting. I thought if I remained in the spot where he left me, Reece might come back. I hoped he would. But he didn’t.

After a flux of people moved in and out of the house with no sign of Reece, I went back inside. The house looked even more crammed with bodies shaking and gyrating to the music than it had earlier. I pushed and squeezed my way through the crowd, every moment focused on trying to find Reece. There was no sign of him anywhere. He disappeared into thin air.

Frustrated, I couldn’t take being there another minute. I turned my focus on finding Grace. I spotted her across the room and set out on a direct path. A pair of arms reached from behind me and encircled my waist. Before I could react my assailant held me tight and pressed himself against my back.

I froze for the moment, my heart slamming against my chest. I tried to turn and see who had me, but he was too close, his mouth on my ear, his hands on my breasts.

“You’re so hot, Jenna. Give me a chance. I’ll help you see the light.” 

Once the shock value wore off and I regained my senses a bit, I lifted my foot off the ground and stomped on his toes. My un­friendly admirer hadn’t expected that and leaned forward, loosening his grip on me. I pulled my elbow back as hard as I could, and jabbed him in the gut. 

I spun away and turned to face him, my hands up to defend myself. 

“Bitch!” 

“Touch me again, and the only light you’re going to see are the stars in your eyes when I cut off your happy part!” I warned before turning and walking away. 

I found Grace, pried her away from Mike, and pulled her aside. “Let’s go!”

“Just a little longer. Please.” she pleaded, her large brown eyes hopeful. It seemed Mike finally woke up and took notice of her. The night started with her following him and now she had him drooling over her like a puppy dog. 

This caused a slight problem: sleeping arrangements. I couldn’t go home without Grace since we planned for her to sleep over. Even though home was only two houses away, my parents would kill me for not being a “good friend.” If tonight ended the way Grace hoped, I had a feeling she’d be sleeping over most of the summer. 

“Please Jenna,” Grace begged, “just a little longer.”

Annoyed, I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to the beach. I’ll be back in a little while, and then I’m going home - with or without you.” 

“Thank you. You’re the best.” She gave me a quick hug. 

While walking, I noticed the scent of fish coming off the water seemed stronger than it had earlier in the evening. Usually I didn’t even notice the smell unless I spent entire days or weeks away with my family on vacation. I took my time walking the two and half blocks to the private little beach in our shore community. Or as I liked to think of it: my sanctuary. 

That’s what I needed right now, someplace safe to hide, while I sorted out my strange feelings. At first, I was relieved to find the beach empty. I didn’t expect anyone to be there with Mike’s party going strong. Still, a wave of disappointment washed over me. There was one person I secretly wished to find there.

I couldn’t understand what was going on. I met an incredibly hot guy, flirted, and he left. Why did I feel like he took a part of me with him? It’s not like I never had a good looking guy pay attention to me. I had my share of cute guys vying for my attention and I never reacted like this.

I sat on a playground swing at the back of the beach, close to the street, and shut my eyes. I conjured up a vision of Reece, his perfectly sculpted face strong and angular, his soft brown eyes and tousled hair.

My heart thumped like mad just at the thought of him. This response was foreign. I didn’t like it one bit. Then I remembered the electric sensation of holding his ring. And my prediction, “You’re going to break my heart.” It was in my best interest to let this lie and move on. I tried to convince myself never seeing him again was for the best.

And with the thought of going my entire life without ever again seeing or speaking to him, my heart began to ache. I felt a surge of pressure on my chest like three elephants danced on it. I imagined the pain and pressure came from my heart growing and needing more room in my body. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want to feel this way. All this and I’d only just met him. 

But if I could find him again . . . 

I knew nothing more than his name. I had no phone number or address. I had no idea if he worked or went to school, or what he did. Absolutely nothing to go on. And the same held true for him, except he didn’t even have my last name. The chances of us crossing paths again were slim to none, but according to my premonition, absolutely inevitable.

There was one connection. We did meet at Mike’s party, even though he invited everyone in the tri-state area. He was our common bond, my way back to Reece. Or I could play the role of crazy stalker. I did have his full name, Reece Walton. I could Google him, or look him up on Facebook or Twitter. He’d have to turn up somewhere.

I heaved a long drawn out sigh. By the time I followed the trail of breadcrumbs, he’d probably be back with his girlfriend. His selfish, undeserving girlfriend. 

I took a deep breath, and gave in to the tears welling in my eyes. The pain, the heartache I felt when I held his ring was real. As real as the sadness I felt thinking I’d never see him again. 

As I sat there I wondered where the painstaking sadness came from and if Reece was worth the risk. It didn’t take more than a mo­ment to realize he had to be. Because there was no way in hell I could go the rest of my life without ever seeing him again.

* * *
[image: image]


Grace floated on air and giggled with each step back to my house. The kiss Mike planted on her before she left, convinced her there would be more to come. I’d never seen her act so silly and giddy. She thanked me a thousand times for going to the party. 

Back at home I tried to get ready for bed, changing into pajamas and brushing my teeth. All Grace did was follow me and talk about Mike, her eyes shining. I could see sleep was a lost cause.

“So he asked me if I could do that thing you do with the jewelry,” she began, sitting cross legged on my bed, a wide smile spread across her face, “and when I said no, I thought that was it. That he’d just walk away the way he usually does.” Her eyes opened wide, “But no. He put his arm around me and pulled me over to see what was hap­pening. That was when you busted Steve.”

My heart skipped a beat. I knew what came next. I replayed it in my head a dozen times already. 

“And then, Mike thought it was perfect that his friend finally spoke to you. Mike said his friend could really use the distraction. He wanted to talk to you all night, but tales of the ‘Ice queen,’” she used a deep voice trying to imitate Mike, “put him off.”

I’d only been half listening, self-absorbed in my own mini drama. I perked up and asked her to repeat the last part of her story. 

“Ice Queen!” Ugg! “Why would Mike tell him that?” 

She shrugged. “He’d been checking you out and asked Mike what he knew about you. You know how Mike loves to call you that, since he’s the one who gave you the nickname,” a fact that impressed only Grace. 

I nodded wishing Reece didn’t know that, but dying to hear more. “So what else did he say? About Reece, I mean.”

She smiled at me coyly, “Is that his name? Mike didn’t say any­thing else. Not about him anyway.”

“Oh.” I hoped my disappointment didn’t come across too strong.

“So what happened with him? I saw him come in the back door, and then a little later you followed, looking freaked.”

“Nothing happened. I felt dizzy when I came back inside,” I lied, hoping she’d buy it, not wanting to admit how weird and strange everything felt since I met Reece. “I just needed to get out of there.”

“Seriously, did he do something to you? Try to kiss you or some­thing?” she pushed. 

“No.” I tried to sound as if that were absurd.

“Are you sure? You’ve been acting weird ever since. And that’s not like you.”

“Everything’s fine. I’m just tired. That’s all.”
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Chapter 4
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Three nights passed since Mike’s party and I felt like I lost my mind. Once again I found myself hosting Grace for the evening. At least that was the plan. 

I flipped onto my stomach, turned my head and rolled my eyes. I was drop-dead-down-to-the-bone exhausted. I yawned loudly, hop­ing Grace would catch on, but she just kept yammering. 

“And then Mike said . . .” 

I could care less about what Mike said. I tuned her out. I hadn’t slept all week and the effects were wearing on me. My eyes hurt, like I had tiny pieces of sandpaper wedged beneath my eyelids. 

The night after the party I tried to convince myself I suffered from temporary insanity. There’s no such thing as love at first sight, and people don’t form instant connections with perfect strangers. He certainly was perfect. 

I wondered if my mind’s eye exaggerated his flawless features and decided against it. He wouldn’t have bowled me over if that were the case. 

“Are you listening?” Grace asked. 

“Of course,” I lied, wondering why I agreed to let Grace sleep over. 

“Cause you seem like you’re off in La La Land.”

“I’m just tired.” At least I didn’t have to lie about that. 

And on she droned.

The next two nights after the party, I spent searching for him on my computer. I looked in all the social networking sights, the white pages, people finders, everything I could think of. And found a lot of Reece Waltons. Just not the one I was looking for. I came up totally and completely empty. 

I thought having Grace around would keep me from obsessing over Reece. My plan: indulge in ice cream and play board games. Grace’s plan: hang out with Mike. Without mentioning it, probably because we would need a snowstorm in July for me to agree, Grace invited Mike to hang out with us. 

“Are you kidding? I hate him! You know that,” I snapped when she broke the news.

“I just thought . . .” her voice trailed off, so unlike my usually confident friend. “That since Mike and I are together now . . . you could be nice to him.”

I almost spit on her shoes. “Go Grace, go hang out with Mike.” So much for my diversion.

“No, we have plans.” 

I could see disappointment hug her tight, like cling wrap. “It’s okay. It’s fine. Go, before he comes sauntering into my house. I don’t mind. Really. I just don’t want to see him.” 

Home was my safety zone. The one place Mike couldn’t get to me. Outside the walls of my house, I was exposed, vulnerable to him and his cronies. After I practically shoved her out the door, I sat in front of my computer monitor once again contemplating how I might find Reece. 

Grace returned at eleven, changed and was ready for a fun filled girl’s night of sharing secrets and gossip. It wouldn’t have been half bad if we did that. Instead we talked. Rather she talked. About Mike. 

I’d known Mike since I was three years old. We met as I rode my tricycle down the block. He chased after me with a broom in hand, pretending it was a space ship. Just in case I crashed and should need a ride home. 

Mike protected me from the big bully down the block, who tried to steal my bike. “If you want her, you’re going to have to go through me,” he said. He taught me how to make mud pies, and many sum­mer days we’d play at the beach, trapping crabs and making sand castles together. 

The two year age difference between us had me convinced he was smarter and braver than me. We played together almost every day until his ninth birthday, when he declared he no longer wanted to be friends. When I asked why not, he said I was a girl and girls had cooties. 

After that he ignored me or made fun of me whenever the op­portunity arose. Living two houses away, we saw each other often over the years, though most interactions were of a hostile nature. Usually we stuck to name calling and sticking tongues out at each other. Until high school when I started dating. That’s when Mike made his presence in my life a permanent fixture and labeled me “Ice Queen.”

Mike and his friends had everyone in the school calling me that. And worse. That alone wouldn’t have been bad. But I soon found out my dating life became his top priority. Everyone in school knew if I had a date, whom it was with, where we went, and how far the guy got. 

Mike set up spreadsheets and took bets. This was the main rea­son I didn’t date. I couldn’t trust if a guy liked me or thought he could get past first base. And they all came out swinging for the fences. 

I detested Mike. 

Grace on the other hand, had an annoying crush on him since we started high school. It was as if she’d never laid eyes on him before walking through the doors of that building. She tried hard to get him to notice her, walking past his locker at every opportunity, trying to strike up conversations with him at every turn. 

Nothing worked. Nothing discouraged her.

Now she had his attention and she couldn’t be happier. I wished we could go back to the way things were before Mike’s party. For many reasons.

“I’ll be back in a little bit,” I said.

“Where are you going?” Grace asked, disappointed.

“I need some air,” I knew that was the only way I could get her to quiet down. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

“Wait!” I heard urgency in her voice. “I wanted to ask you about that guy you were talking to at the party. You know, the one that freaked you out?”

I just stared, my body tense.

“Would you want to see him again?” she teased.

Yes! Definitely yes! “Why?” I asked, suspiciously.

Her lips drew up into a wicked smile. “I can make it happen,” she said in a sing-song voice.

I could see she’d concocted some sort of plan, and if she’d come up with the plan before going to Mike’s house, I might have contem­plated it. Any idea she had most likely came from Mike. Although I considered setting aside my pride and approaching him for informa­tion myself, this was altogether different. 

I shook my head. “You can tell Mike to go to hell!” I snapped, and stomped toward the door to my bedroom.

“Hold on.” She stood and put on her slippers. 

“Stay.” I hoped to discourage her. Didn’t she understand I want­ed to escape from her? “I just want a few minutes to myself.” Grace’s face dropped, I hurt her feelings. “I have a bad headache,” I lied.

“Oh.” 

She still looked put off, but I didn’t care. I hoped my absence would encourage her to go to sleep so I could finally get some rest. Before going outside, I stopped off at the linen closet in the hallway and grabbed a light blanket, just in case a cool breeze threatened to send me straight back in the house. 

Enjoying the tranquil lullaby the crickets so kindly played, I lay in a lounge chair beside the pool in pajama shorts and a tank top. Cocooned in my blanket, I looked up at the stars and wished I’d see him again. Without involving Mike. 

After an eternity of tossing and turning, trying to find a com­fortable position, I rolled onto my stomach, and nestled into the blanket. An image of Reece sitting beside me, played on my mind, and the beginnings of a smile crept up in the corners of my mouth. 

Quickly lulled into that delicious place between consciousness and sleep, I felt completely at ease. I enjoyed drifting into the realm where the body is limp and the mind relaxed, not sure if the sights and sounds are real or part of a dream induced wonderland. I stopped fighting and let my mind have its way. In return, it shut out anything unimportant such as the delicate sounds closing in on me.

“Boo!” 

I shot up with a silent scream, letting the blanket slip from my hands. My heartbeat pulsed in my throat. And there, under the sil­very moon light, Reece knelt on the ground beside me, looking every bit as alluring as I remembered.

“I’m sorry,” he said through a fit of laughter. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

I couldn’t wait to look into those honey brown eyes, “What did you think you were going to do?” I asked.

“I just meant to . . . ” he held his belly, still laughing.

“Give me a heart attack?” I asked shoving his chest half-hearted­ly, finding it warm and hard beneath my hand. 

Reece’s eyes traveled over me, yearning evident in his face, “You look pretty healthy to me.” 

Conscious of how little I had on, and how thoroughly he seemed to enjoy looking at me, sent a wave of heat through my body.

“No thanks to you.” 

He took on a serious tone, “Why are you out here by yourself this time of night? It’s not safe.”

“I’m in my back yard. Nothing’s going to happen here.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t like it. You’re too vulnerable. It’s like an invitation for some crazy to attack you.”

“Was that what you had in mind?” I asked playfully, astounded I could be so forward.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he raised an eyebrow mischie­vously. 

More than I should. “You’re a jerk.” I paused a moment, thinking of something to say. “What are you doing here?”

“I was on my way to bed, when I looked out my window . . . ”

My ears perked up, “Your window?”

He pointed to a window with a light on, two houses down. Mike’s house. I couldn’t believe I didn’t put it together, especially coupled with what Grace hinted at tonight. 

Mike’s parents stopped by before they left on their annual trip to Nova Scotia and asked if we’d keep an eye on the house. His parents went away every year from the Fourth of July until the week before Labor Day. This year, they left Mike behind. To make the most of his summer, he asked a few of his college buddies if they wanted to spend the summer parent free at his house. 

I tried to hide my enthusiasm. I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see Reece again, let alone see him any time I wanted. We were already into the middle of July, I wondered how much longer he’d be there. 

“I looked out the window and saw an exquisite creature,” he con­tinued, “with waves of blonde curls lying here. I had to come make sure all was well, and here we are.”

I realized he laid it on thick, I didn’t care. Still, I wondered when he looked out the window if he knew it was me. Before I could get the words out to ask, a bell went off in my head and I understood something I hadn’t at the party.

“So you weren’t there just to hook up,” I said, enlightened. 

“Now you’re catching on,” he winked with a smile.

“I owe you a huge apology.” I looked down, nervous to meet his eyes, afraid I’d find judgment there. “I guess I jumped to conclusions and assumed the worst.”

“I know, cold, heartless, typical guy,” he said.

I hoped the night sky obscured my flushing cheeks. He was right. I thought him cold and callous and felt awful for thinking such terrible, unfounded thoughts. 

“I guess I’m the cold heartless one, huh?” I stated slowly, cau­tiously, hoping he would disagree.

“Definitely,” he said with too much confidence and a cocky grin.

I giggled, “You’re not supposed to agree.”

“And I thought you wanted my opinion. Next time be sure to give me the script ahead of time.”

“I’ll make a note of it.” 

I enjoyed the ebb and flow of the conversation. It seemed so different than the crude lines strung together by most of the guys I’d known. 

“Do you make a habit of playing superhero?”

“Only when I’m not trying to take over the world.” 

“How do you know Mike?” Intrigued, I sat up straighter, shifted my legs over and patted the space I made for him on the lounge. 

“College,” he answered. “We were roommates this year.”

“And you volunteered to spend the summer with him?” I gri­maced. “Eew.”

“He’s not so bad when you get to know what he’s really about.” 

“I know all I want to, thank you very much.” 

I bent my legs and hugged them to my chest. A thrill ran through my body when he placed a hand on the blanket covering my knee. 

“Where do you go?” A hopeful light shined in his eyes.

I smiled a little embarrassed, “I’m still in high school. It’s my senior year.” 

“So that would make you, seventeen? 

I nodded. “I’ll be eighteen in the fall.” 

He twisted his mouth, “Too bad. We had some of the best par­ties on campus. This year we’ll be in a suite, they’ll be even better. I guess I’ll just have lure you over.”

I bit my lip imagining what he might use as bait. I needed to change the subject and go back to something safe.

“So you’re the same age as Mike?” I asked, brushing a lock of hair back behind my ear.
He nodded. “Nineteen. Did you know a two year age difference when you’re dating is ideal?”
I shook my head and laughed. “No. I didn’t. So what is this I hear about you asking around about me?” 

At first he looked confused, or maybe surprised, I couldn’t be certain which. “You mean at the party?”

I nodded.

I watched his face intently, looking for any sign of insecurity or uncertainty, I found none. Even his voice was smooth and steady. 

He looked down at the ground and smiled, “I wanted to size up the competition.” 

“Competition? You have no competition.” My eyes grew three sizes bigger and I covered my mouth when I realized I said it out loud.

He chuckled, not in an obnoxious way like I would have ex­pected. His laugh sounded warm and inviting.

“That’s not quite how Mike put it.”

“Mike is an ass!” I snapped. “He has no idea what he’s talking about.”

Reece laughed again, this time he seemed amused. He reached for my hand and entwined his fingers with mine. His hand, so much bigger than mine, felt warm and gentle. I thought for certain he could feel my pulse through my fingers. 

“You don’t have to be so hard on him. He pretty much said though many have tried, no one’s been able to win your heart.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, amused by the pleasant spin he tried to put on what I knew was an unflattering assessment of me. 

“More likely he called me the Ice Queen,” I said, annoyed.

“He obviously knows nothing about you. If he did,” Reece leaned closer to me and stroked my hair with his free hand. “If he did, he’d know there’s nothing cold about you.”

I swallowed hard as I tried to push back, away from him. Being unable to create any physical distance, I cleared my throat, “How’s the girlfriend doing?”
He caught on, and pulled back. “Ex-girlfriend.”
“C’mon, you are incredibly smooth, even I could see that. Didn’t you call and work things out with her? I’m sure she’s putty in your hands.”

“Are you?”

I couldn’t find my voice to answer back. 

He grinned, a sly sexy look about him. “I’m a one woman man. And right now, the only one I want is you.” 

I took a deep breath in and had to tell myself to release it. No one ever took my breath away. I wanted to believe him. More than anything else at that moment I wanted to believe he had the same intense and inexplicable pull toward me as I to him. 

“You forget. I know you’re only saying that because she hurt you.”

He shifted his gaze down. “After meeting you I realized, only my ego was hurt,” he explained. His eyes met mine again, fire burning in them. “Like you, I haven’t found that special someone.” He paused then smiled deliciously. “Until now.”

“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes feeling very flattered, but totally aware he wanted me to feel that way. 

“Seriously.” He leaned in again, this time his eyes were locked on mine. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you. And no matter how much you deny it, I know you feel the same way. You said yourself, your instincts are almost always right.” 

“Don’t do this.” I felt panic rise in my chest as I realized he was closing in for the kill. He wanted to kiss me. As much as I wanted it too, I shuddered. 

Fear took over. Fear that he would be like the others and not want to stop at a simple kiss. Fear that I’d have to fight him off and ruin the enchantment I felt when he was near.

“I see it when you look at me.” His eyes never wavered. They held mine captive as I could not break the hold.

My teeth chattered before he stopped dangerously close, only centimeters away. Relief swept over me, yet I wanted to reach out and pull him against me, feel the warmth of his full lips against mine. I closed my eyes, willing him to bridge the slight distance between us. 

I could no longer feel his breath against my lips. He pulled back, I didn’t want him to. The distance between us grew. It hurt. Like having the wind knocked out of me. 

He smiled tentatively. “Are you okay?”

I looked toward the water as I nodded in response. I couldn’t find my voice. 

“I frightened you.” He stroked my hair, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 

I could see the remorse in his soft brown eyes as he stood. He would leave if I didn’t stop him. I had to do something. I didn’t want him to go. 

“Stay?” I reached up for his hand. My voice cracked, leaving me feeling more exposed than if I would’ve been lying there naked.

“Jenna . . .” I loved the way my name rolled off his lips. Hearing him speak had a hypnotic effect on me. 

“Sit down.” I hoped I didn’t sound as weak to him as I sounded to myself. “Let’s talk some more.”

He looked at me warily. “You sure?”

I nodded and tried to dazzle him with my smile so he would know I meant it. He sat back down tentatively measuring my reac­tion. 

“I want to hear more about you,” I said, wishing we could find that nice comfortable give and take again.

“Okay,” he agreed easily enough. “What do you want to know?”

“You’re so different from Mike and his buddies.”

“Judging from your reaction to Mike, I take that as a compli­ment.”

I smiled. “It is. I’ve known him forever, and he’s such an idiot. But you . . .” I hesitated, afraid to voice what I was thinking. “I can talk to you. Like have an actual conversation. The guys I know, they’re not like that. If it’s not about them, they’re clueless.”

He smiled slyly, “I like to think I’m not egocentric.” 

“Egocentric.”

“It means I don’t think the universe revolves around me.”

“I know what it means. It just surprises me to hear you use it in conversation.” 

Reece’s face lit up as he smiled, “I love words and books. Unlike most of my friends, I like learning and talking about things. It brings enlightenment, don’t you think?”

“I guess.” 

He appeared to be the complete package - looks, brains, confi­dence. There had to be something he lacked. The only negative thing I could find about him so far, was his choice of friends. I didn’t care, in every way that mattered he seemed perfect. That scared me the most, because nothing in life is perfect. 

“What else do you do?”

“I work part time for my buddy’s dad in IT.” 

“Huh? You mean computers?”

“It’s so much more than just computers. Its software and social networking . . .” He started to ramble on about systems and threw out letters that obviously were supposed to mean something, like SAN and TCP/IP and some other things that got lost in the jumble as I watched with interest as his lips moved. 

“Social networking, but you’re not even on Facebook.” I realized my mistake immediately. My eyes opened wide in horror. I let on that I’d been searching for him, and brought my hands up to cover my eyes. I didn’t want to see the cocky look of triumph I knew he’d have. 

Gently, Reece pulled my hands away from my face. The warmth and adrenaline that overloaded my system at his touch, left me stunned and awed. I lost myself in his eyes. I couldn’t speak. I realized I never felt more alive than I did at that moment and didn’t want to break contact with him. 

“You looked for me,” he grinned with the delight and satisfac­tion you’d find on a mountain climber after topping Mt. Kilimanjaro. “Don’t be shy,” he laughed. “I’m flattered.” 

“And I’m mortified.” If anyone died of embarrassment ever, I would have, at that moment. “I was curious. Obviously I’m not very good with computers.”

“Don’t feel bad. I know enough about how things follow you around to stay hidden in plain sight. But, have no fear,” he smirked. “If you need any help of a technical nature, I’m just a call away,” he patted his chest proudly. 

“Is that a threat or a promise?”

“Which would you prefer?” He teased, before he began an on­slaught of tickles, and once again brought his body dangerously close to mine. 

“Whichever one gets you off me!” I said giggling, clearly no lon­ger freaked out, even though I put up a faux struggle. 

“Is that the best you can do?” he teased. 

“Stop!” I shrieked through my laughter, “Who’s supposed to save me from you?”

“No one can save you now.”

He was right. Even if it were my will, no one could save me from him. From the way my heart leapt at the sight of him. How already the bright, white electricity generated between us made the physical attraction impossible to deny, and the emotional attraction almost lethal.

I was falling fast. I knew I should make it stop, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to wrap myself up in the manic feeling. I welcomed the sudden fluttering of my insides as I hung on to every word, every movement of his face, his eyes, his lips, as he spoke and laughed. I wanted to give in to impulse, to the part of my brain screaming for me to meet his lips beneath the stars.

As if he could read my mind, a serious look crossed his perfectly shaped face. He stared at my mouth, and then at my eyes. He leaned in just a bit closer.

“You don’t know how much I want to kiss you.”

My heart raced in an erratic rhythm. I closed my eyes for a sec­ond trying to decide what to do. As much as I wanted to kiss him, I didn’t reply. Fear paralyzed me.
“I need to know you want it, too. Just say it.”
I didn’t understand why he wanted to torture me. Of course I wanted to kiss him, but I couldn’t tell him to kiss me. That would be humiliating. 

He dipped his lips ever so slightly, and he was closer this time, so close, when his nose brushed mine I thought I imagined it.

“I don’t want you to be frightened or uncomfortable,” he prod­ded gently. “Whatever you’re feeling is okay. Just tell me.”

If I took the chance and believed him, I’d be putting my heart on the line. I couldn’t do that. Not with a friend of Mike’s. Not with someone currently residing in enemy headquarters.

I inhaled deeply and summoned all my strength to turn my head and close my eyes. I needed to pretend his image wasn’t scorched into the underside of my lids and that every time I closed my eyes I would hate myself for chickening out of kissing him. 

“It’s getting late.” I bit my bottom lip hoping he wouldn’t ask why I freaked out. 

“I’ll walk you to your door.” He got to his feet and extended a hand for me.

“You don’t have to.”

His eyes bore into mine. “I’m not leaving until you are back in your house safe and sound.”

I knew I needed to heed the warning. The romantic moonlight made it difficult for me to keep in control. His eyes danced and sparkled like diamonds. If I didn’t go now, things could heat up, and I didn’t think I could stop myself again. 

I accepted his gesture and placed my hand in his. His hand cov­ered mine completely. Just this simple act sent a flash of heat though my body that singed my spine.

On top of my four-step landing, with my hand still in his, Reece cleared his throat and warmed me up with a sly look. “Are you busy tomorrow night? Maybe we can catch a movie or dinner or some­thing.”

I shook my head. How much easier to keep him at a distance so close to my house, where I knew I could just bolt inside. I knew I wouldn’t have to make a run for it though. The fact he backed off the kiss, didn’t force his mouth on mine - no matter how certain he felt I wanted it - I knew he would respect my wishes.

“I have plans with Grace for tomorrow.” I answered.

He narrowed his eyes, “You know this is easy to check.”

“Go ahead. We really do have plans.” 

Reece kissed my hand and moved on.

Inside, the silence thundered as I snuck in as quietly as I’d left, not wanting to disturb anyone. Up until I mentioned my plans for the next evening, I forgot all about Grace and that she was spending the night. She had to be asleep or else she would’ve come out to get me. 

The moonlight spilled in through the windows, as if a flashlight illuminated a path to my bedroom. I cracked open the door a bit to find Grace sleeping peacefully in the dark. Glad for that, I climbed into my bed and pulled the covers to my chest. 

Not having to explain my much longer than anticipated absence to Grace had its advantages. It meant I could lie in bed and think of Reece, until sleep fell upon me. I thought it would come immediately, but it didn’t. I hoped it would come before the fear and trepidation reared their ugly head. 

No such luck.

I hated the feelings he brought out in me. I hated feeling so wonderful. I hated feeling so unsure about him. I kept my heart hid­den, buried away. I hadn’t let anyone in yet, and if I had any ounce of control I wouldn’t now, not if I could help it.
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Chapter 5

[image: image]


The night air was sticky, suffocating. I couldn’t wait to go home, kick off my shoes and relieve my aching feet. The heavy humidity kept my skin damp, causing my hair and sundress to cling to me. 

Livid with Grace for leaving me alone, I pulled my phone out to check the time. It was almost an hour since she disappeared with Mike for a quick trip through the fun house. Funhouse, my foot! I didn’t for a minute believe she didn’t know he would be at the board­walk, since coming had been her idea. I shoved my phone back into my purse. 

I offered other suggestions for the evening, like the movies. But Grace declined, claiming to have her heart set on being out in the nighttime air, so I let her pick the venue. As we’re getting ready to leave, her cell phone rang, and it just happened to be Mike. 

Coincidence. Yeah, right! 

I tried to talk Grace out of meeting him, or at least doing it after she dropped me off at home, but she couldn’t see the harm in spending a few minutes with Mike before we left. That was over an hour ago. And I got stuck trying to not look like a friendless loser amongst droves of people. 

I wasn’t sure where they went after the funhouse, but they had to go somewhere. Probably making out on the beach and lost track of time. Boy was she in for it. She wasn’t going to hear the end of this for months, if I ever spoke to her again. 

The blizzard of people combing the boardwalk began to thin. I made the decision to leave. I wanted to send Grace a text telling her how sick with worry I was over her disappearance and how desper­ately I was searching for her. That should ensure she’d feel guilty for the rest of her life if something terrible happened to me. 

I reached in my over-stuffed bag for my phone, expecting to find it easily. My hand found a brush and my wallet before resting on the phone. I really needed to clean out my purse. I looked around one last time before calling her, getting more frustrated with every passing breath. 

I saw him. 

Walking straight toward me Reece had his arm around a petite, redheaded girl. My stomach tumbled and twisted. I squeezed my eyes closed, hoping I’d seen wrong or imagined him. My thundering heartbeat assured me I didn’t. 

Regret swooshed through me. I’d lost him. Before I ever had him. I thought back to our conversation the previous night and knew there was no one else to blame. I wanted to kick myself for turning him down. At that moment I would have given my right kidney for another chance with him. 

Far worse than him finding some random date for the evening was the thought he’d taken my advice and reconnected with his ex. For the briefest of moments, I hoped the girl was a relative, a cousin or a sister maybe. But the manner in which she nibbled at his neck wasn’t very sibling-like. 

I couldn’t help but gawk. What a sight I must have been, stand­ing there open-mouthed and drooling. I took in every detail of this girl, from her flat chest and boyish figure in skin-tight shorts, and a way too-low-cut-because-she-had-no-cleavage-shirt, to the short straight hair, framing her tiny face. The girl was stunning, and I hated her. 

Passionately. 

I wanted to pick a ketchup bottle off a nearby concession stand and squirt it all over her. 

Self-loathing, an emotion I wasn’t at all accustomed to, surged through my veins. It felt like someone reached a fist through my chest and pulled my heart out from it. I tried to focus my nega­tive feelings, especially the hate and jealousy blinding me, on Grace. If not for her romantic rendezvous with Mike, I’d be able to sleep peacefully tonight, hoping to have sweet dreams of Reece. Now they were sure to be tainted. 

“Hey, Jenna.”

I couldn’t believe with Red glued to his side and only a foot in front of me, he had the nerve to flash me a dazzling smile. I won­dered if my eyes betrayed the jealous fit I struggled to keep from having, at least in front of him. 

“Hi,” I forced a smile. 

“I’d like you to meet my friend, Lisa,” he introduced us.

I couldn’t help notice how he stressed the word “friend.” Was that for my benefit? Did he think I was blind to how friendly she was?

“What are you doing here all alone?” he asked.

“I’m not alone,” I answered defensively, uncertain of why I felt compelled to lie.

“Sorry. It looked like Grace left you to fend for yourself.”

I’d forgotten I told him I had plans with Grace tonight. I bit my lip trying to find a coherent retort. “Well, that’s because I am technically alone out here.” I dragged the words out until I could come up with a plausible story. “And it has nothing to do with Grace. I’m waiting for my date, he’s busy,” I motioned toward the bath house not too far away. 

I wanted to hit my head with a heavy mallet. What was I do­ing? Trying to make him jealous? How ridiculous. Once he spoke to Mike, Reece would know for certain I lied. And clearly he moved on. The living, breathing, sample of flesh clinging to him was proof of that. 

Ridiculous or not, I hoped it worked.

Reece raised an eyebrow, almost as if he didn’t believe me. “It’s getting late, why don’t we wait with you?” he suggested, a smile play­ing on the corners of his lips, his eyes twinkling. “Maybe we can go grab a bite together, or have a few drinks.”

Great, I thought, wondering how to get out of the uncomfort­able predicament I so effortlessly put myself into. I smiled, stalling, and noticed a slight roll of Lisa’s eyes. Little witch. 

“Nah, I think your ‘friend’ has other plans for you tonight.” On cue, Lisa moved in closer to Reece, moving her hand under his shirt and across his back territorially. I had to control the urge to rip her hair out! “Go on, I’m fine,” I tried to convince him.

Reece looked around, then down at Lisa, and nodded his head. “Alright then,” together they slinked off, just as cozily as they came. 

As I watched them walk away I forced a smile on my face, in case Reece looked back. Again regret flooded my mind. I regretted every decision I made about him since the moment we met. 

In a flash, resentment replaced regret. How dare he act so con­cerned! I resented his kindness. He had no right. Not when he could parade another girl right in front of me.

I chided myself for letting him get to me, as my eyes clouded over with tears. No one else ever made my blood boil quite the way he could. And he couldn’t’ possibly have any sort of real feelings for me if he could turn his attention to someone else so easily. 

Once I lost sight of them I made my way over to a bench and sent Grace a quick text message.

I’m leaving. I walk in 5 

I figured I had time to play a quick game of Angry Birds while I waited. This was the last time I let Grace drive. She’d never been this flighty or irresponsible. Leave it to Mike to find one more way to make me miserable. 

“Hey Baby.” 

A strange voice startled me. I looked up. A boulder formed in my stomach as a guy I’d never seen towered over me. He smiled. An overconfident, inviting smile, sending forth a blast of his alcohol masked breath.

I shot to my feet.

“Want to party?” he asked raising his eyebrows in a perverse manner, as his eyes fell from my face to my chest. 

I stepped to the side, away from him, before responding, “Why don’t you go to wherever it is you go at night, and leave me alone.”

“I’ll go, as long as you’re coming with me,” he laughed foolishly as his arms swung around my waist pulling me to him.

Still holding my phone, I planted my hands between us to act as a barrier and pushed him back as hard as I could. He didn’t budge but somehow managed to pull me closer.

“Get the hell off me!” I said as firmly as I could.

“Or what? You’ll spank me?” he guffawed.

“No, I will,” Reece’s voice rang out.

My head snapped around in disbelief. There he was, my hero, standing tall behind me. Just in time to rescue me. Shocked, I looked at him in awe. 

“Go find your own girl,” the drunk growled.

“She is my girl.” Reece’s eyes were sharp and piercing, his voice menacing. My heart thrummed wildly hearing his words. I only wished they were true. 

“Now she’s my girl.” The drunk narrowed his eyes and glared at Reece. “So get lost!”

I continued to struggle against the possessive jerk, knowing what was going to come next. I had to take action before either of these testosterone-filled-jocks did. Now that Reece had so much of his attention I saw my chance to break away. 

I boldly brought my right hand back and thrust it forward quickly, giving him a palm strike to the nose, rendering my new found friend harmless.

“AHHH!” he let go and brought his hands up to his nose. “You little . . .” 

Immediately I realized what I’d done, and recognized that I probably only exacerbated the situation, and perhaps put both Reece and myself right in harm’s way. After all, prior to my impetuous act, the stranger, although inebriated, had no reason to harm either of us. 

As he shouted profanities at me, I grabbed Reece’s hand, and ran toward the rides, thinking we might be able to lose ourselves in the crowd since more people still lingered there. We ran about fifty feet when Reece glanced back to find no one behind us.
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