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The first time I saw him was in a dream.

I stood in the park beneath darkening clouds.  A storm was approaching.

“Susannah,” a deep male voice called behind me.

I turned to see a guy about my age standing several feet away from me.  He had jet black hair.  His eyes were the palest blue I had ever seen.  We stared at each other as the wind picked up and started to play with my long hair.  I stood mesmerized by his eyes as he began to walk toward me.

My heart was beating wildly.  The air seemed to be charged with electricity.  How much of it was between us and how much was from the coming storm I couldn’t tell.  In the way of dreams, it took him a long time to reach me.  Finally, he was standing close, and I was looking up into those incredible eyes.

He leaned down to kiss me.  As his lips touched mine, the storm broke within me.

I felt disoriented when I awoke to find sunshine streaming in through my bedroom window.  I closed my eyes again, wanting the dream to continue, but it was no use.  Damn.  What a dream.  What a guy.  What a kiss!  It had been wild.  I had never experienced such a kiss in real life.

I was almost seventeen.  So far, I had only had one boyfriend.  I had enjoyed kissing him, but it hadn’t even come close to the passion in my dream.  Maybe we wouldn’t have broken up if we’d had that kind of heat.  Kevin and I had dated for three months.  When I wouldn’t go further than kissing, he’d broken up with me.

Of course, he didn’t exactly come out and say that, but I knew that was the reason.  I wasn’t a prude.  I just wanted to wait until I was in love.  I missed having a boyfriend, but I didn’t miss Kevin all that much.  I definitely wasn’t in love with him.  He wasn’t in love with me either, since he quickly found a new girlfriend.

I stretched lazily.  It was my last day to sleep in.  School would begin the next day.  No more hanging out at the pool with my best friend, Caitlin.  We were going shopping for our back-to-school outfits.

I put on a pair of shorts and a matching top and headed down to the kitchen.  Mom and Dad were both at work.  At least we were easing back into school mode with only three days the first week.  Too bad we couldn’t have Monday and Tuesday off every week.

As I poured myself a bowl of cereal, I was still thinking about my dream.  Where had that come from?  I didn’t know any guys who looked like that.  I would have thought that I’d dream about my crush.  Brad was blond with baby blue eyes.  He was a football player and completely out of my league.  Plus, he already had a girlfriend.  Mandy was a cheerleader.

My cell phone interrupted my thoughts.  It was Caitlin.  “Are you ready?  I’m coming to pick you up.”  She didn’t wait for a reply.

I quickly finished eating breakfast.  Caitlin was knocking on my door shortly after I got done brushing my teeth.  I told her about my dream as she drove to the mall.

“Ooh, hot!  I bet it’s a sign that you’ll find a new boyfriend soon.”

I laughed.  Caitlin believed in such things.  She was always checking her horoscope.  It was part of her dramatic personality.  She planned to go to Hollywood and become an actress when she finished high school.

“It probably just means that I’ve been reading too many romance novels,” I said.

“And now it’s time to start living it,” Caitlin said as we pulled into the mall parking lot.

I ignored that comment.  “Tell me again why we need to buy something else when we already spent so much money here last week.”

Caitlin sighed.  “I told you.  We need a special trip for this.  The first day of school is very important.  What we wear tomorrow will set an impression in people’s minds.”

I laughed again.  “They already have an impression of us.  Most of them have known us for years.”

“You never know,” Caitlin said.  “People can change over the summer.”

I remember this as being the last normal day.  You can take normality for granted.  People call it the same old, same old.  Half of the time I lived in my own world.  I was given to daydreaming.  I craved excitement and adventure.  Being average in every way didn’t make me appreciate what I had.  I had average looks and average grades.  I didn’t even have a musical or artistic talent.

I didn’t realize then what it meant to have the easy companionship of someone you’ve been friends with since second grade.  Caitlin and I went from store to store.  In the end I bought an outfit that was similar to the clothes I usually wore.

An exasperated Caitlin gave up.  “You say that you want to stand out, but you won’t step out of your comfort zone.  You won’t even try a new hairstyle.  You hide behind that long hair.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I admitted.  “I guess I’m just not ready to change.”

“Anyway.”  Caitlin bounced back to her usual excited self.  “Let’s enjoy our last day of freedom.”

The rest of the day passed quickly.  Before I knew it, bedtime crept up on me.  It was hard to fall asleep, because I was nervous about going back to school.  It seemed like I just closed my eyes and my alarm was ringing.  There had been no dreams about gorgeous guys with pale blue eyes.  I couldn’t remember dreaming about anything at all.

I ate my usual milk and cereal for breakfast.  Then I got ready for school.  I put on the black skirt and bright red top I had bought the day before.  Caitlin had talked me into buying the red top.  “You should at least wear some color if you won’t show any skin.”

“You look very pretty,” my dad said when I came back downstairs.

“Yes,” my mom agreed.  “Very pretty.”

I had never had an argument with my parents over what to wear.  I just wasn’t a rebel.  Caitlin was right.  I was too scared to step out of my comfort zone.  But she was used to being the center of attention.  She had been in every school play we’d ever had.

She was always changing her look.  Right now, her hair was red.  I hurried out to meet her when I saw her pull into our driveway.

“Any more hot dreams?”

I shook my head.  “No.  I’m starting off the year right.  I’m ready to focus on studying.”

Caitlin laughed.  “Girl, you won’t remember any of that ten years from now.  What do people talk about at reunions?  It’s sure not what they studied.  It’s the experiences that they had.”

She was right again.  I found myself excited to see everyone after the summer.  We all said hi to each other as we walked to our lockers.  We stopped at Caitlin’s locker first.  I was talking about Brad’s great tan when I stopped in midsentence.  All I could do was stare.  Caitlin turned to see what had grabbed my attention.  I heard her gasp.  That’s how I knew that I wasn’t hallucinating.

Now there was a sound in my ears like rushing water.  It was my blood.  Whether it had rushed into my head or out of it, I couldn’t tell.  Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion.  My heart was in my throat.  There had been other people here a second ago.  Now there was only him.  The hallway stretched into infinity behind him.  It was like he had stepped straight out of my dream.  He was even wearing the same clothes.  I stood rooted to the spot as he walked right past me without even glancing my way.

“Suzy!  Suzy!”  Caitlin grabbed my arm when I didn’t respond.

I finally looked at her.  I seemed to be hearing her voice across a great distance.

“Suzy!”  Caitlin shook me.  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.  Was that?  I mean, that looked like the guy you said you dreamed about.”

“No,” I said.  “That was him.  That was the exact same guy.”

“Wow!”  Caitlin recovered quickly.  “Do you know what this means?  That guy is your destiny.”

“What?”  I could barely comprehend what she was saying.  I just kept wondering how this could be possible.

Caitlin was bursting with excitement.  “You dreamed about him before you met him.  He must be your soulmate.  This is so cool!”

The warning bell rang.  “I bet he’s a new student.  We have to find out his name.  I’ll see you at lunch,” Caitlin said as she hurried to class.

We hadn’t had time to go to my locker.  I didn’t have anything to put in it anyway.  Caitlin had already brought a little mirror to hang in hers.  We had gotten our locker numbers and combinations in orientation the week before.  I was thinking about inconsequential things, rational things, in an attempt to calm down.

Somehow, I managed to push aside my confusion and deal with meeting my new teachers.  Luckily, there wasn’t much to do on the first day.  By the time I got to my third class, what had happened that morning seemed almost like another dream.

Then, as I sat down at an empty desk, I heard the girl beside me ask, “Who is that?”

By the way she said it, I knew who I would see before I looked up.  He still took my breath away.  Especially when he sat down at the desk right next to me.  This time he noticed me staring at him.

“Hi,” he said in that voice I knew from my dream.  “I’m Duncan Mkkenna.”

“Hi,” I breathed.  “I’m Susannah Hastings.”

“Nice to meet you, Susannah,” he said politely.

Then the second bell rang.  Duncan turned his attention to the teacher.  He introduced himself as Mr. Gates.  After he took attendance, he informed us that these would be our seats for the rest of the year.  I would be sitting next to Duncan every day.

Almost everyone called me Suzy.  I had introduced myself to Duncan with my full name because I had wanted him to say it like he had in my dream.  Thinking about my dream made me blush.

Duncan didn’t notice.  He seemed underwhelmed by me.  I saw him checking out the girl sitting in the row on the other side of him.  Brad’s girlfriend, Mandy.  Mandy had the kind of body that turned heads, and she dressed to show it off.

My crush on Brad seemed like the distant past.  All I could think about was Duncan.  It was going to be hard to concentrate in this class.  Thank goodness it was English, which was one of my better subjects.  So much for starting off the year ready to study.

Caitlin was bubbling over with news when I saw her at lunch.  “His name is Duncan Mkkenna.  He moved from California.  Why would anyone leave California and move to Ohio?  I would kill to live in California!  I could go on auditions all the time.”

“I’m sure you would have your own show by now,” I agreed.

Caitlin was ecstatic when she found out that I had a class with Duncan.  “You talked to him already?  This is great.  Did you tell him about your dream?”

“Caitlin!  I would never tell him about my dream.  He would think I was crazy.”

“You want me to tell him?”

“No!” I yelled a little too loudly.  I lowered my voice.  “It’s too embarrassing.  Besides, he seemed pretty interested in Mandy.”

“That’s good,” Caitlin said.  “Now we know for sure he’s into girls.  Guys can’t help but look at Mandy.  But you’re his destiny.  That dream has to mean something.”

I wasn’t so sure.  It was hard to believe that a guy like Duncan could ever be interested in me.  I didn’t know what to think about my dream.  I decided to try to put the whole thing out of my mind.  It turned out that I only had the one class with Duncan.  That would make it easier to focus on learning.  Stop it, I told myself.  Duncan is just a guy like any other guy.  I was not going to obsess over him.

Convincing Caitlin to drop the subject would be another story.  I could only hope that once she started rehearsing for the next school play that she would be too distracted to worry about my love life.

As expected, during the ride home, Caitlin was brainstorming ways for me to get Duncan to ask me out.  I kept trying to change the subject.

Caitlin stopped at a red light and turned to look at me.  “C’mon, Suzy.  This is the biggest thing that’s ever happened to you.  Don’t tell me that you’re scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“Scared to take a chance, like always,” Caitlin said.

“I’m not scared,” I said defensively.  “I just don’t see any reason to chase after him.”

“It’s not chasing,” Caitlin said as she pulled into my driveway.  “It’s just encouraging his interest in you.”

“But,” I said as an idea formed of how to get her to cool it with this.  “If he’s my destiny, then I don’t need to do anything.  It’ll happen anyway.”

“Well,” Caitlin said.  She thought about it for a minute.  “Well, I guess that’s true, but—”

I cut her off.  “It’s settled.  I just wait and see what happens.”

Caitlin laughed.  “So, what’s different?  Anyway, I don’t have time to argue with you.  Alex is taking me out for ice cream before he goes to work.”

“Caitlin!” I squealed.  “He asked you out, and you didn’t even tell me.”  She had developed a crush on Alex during the last few months of school last year.

Caitlin smiled triumphantly.  “He said that I look good with red hair.  See, if you would change your look, you’d get more attention.”

“Call me later,” I said.  “I want all the details.”  I waved as she drove off.

I went into the house and set down my backpack.  I had no homework yet, and it was too early to start dinner.  After changing into shorts and a t-shirt, I felt restless.  I decided to go for a walk.  That always helped to clear my head.  There was a park at the end of our street.  I often liked to walk there and lose myself in my thoughts.

A couple of joggers ran past me.  Otherwise, I was alone on the path.  This was the same park from my dream.  There was nothing unusual about that.  This place was very familiar to me.  It was not surprising that it would be the setting of my dream.  The part of my dream that I couldn’t explain was Duncan.  How was it possible that I had dreamt about him in such vivid detail when I had never seen him before in my life?  I had even been right about the sound of his voice.

Suddenly, Duncan was in front of me as if my thoughts had conjured him.

“Hi,” he said.  “You’re in my English class.  Susannah, right?”

“Yes, hi,” I said.  “And you’re Duncan.”

“Yes.”  He smiled.  “I’m new here.  I thought I’d explore the neighborhood a little.  This is a nice park.”

“Yes,” I said.  “I walk here almost every day.  I live on Chestnut Avenue.”  

I wanted to kick myself.  What did he care what street I lived on?  “What street do you live on?”  Great, now I sounded like a stalker.

Duncan didn’t seem to mind.  “I live on Brookdale,” he volunteered.

“Oh,” I said.  “My best friend, Caitlin lives on that street.  She’s so jealous that you lived in California.  It’s her dream to move there.”

“How did you know that I lived in California?”  A suspicious note had crept into Duncan’s voice.

I blushed deeply.  “You said that you’re new here.  Word travels fast at Valley View High, and Caitlin is always in the know.  I think she has a source in the school office.”

“Oh.”  Duncan visibly relaxed.  “I’ll be happy to tell Caitlin about life in California.  You can introduce me to her.”

I didn’t like that idea at all.  Caitlin living on the same street as him was too close for comfort.  Who knew what she might be tempted to tell him?

“Your mother is worried about you,” I said absently.

Then his cell phone rang.  He pulled it out of his pocket and answered it.  “Hi, Mom.”

He listened to the reply, all the while regarding me with those pale blue eyes.  “Yes.  I’m sorry.  I just lost track of time.  I’ll be home soon.  Okay, bye Mom.”

Now Duncan was the one who was staring at me.  “How did you know that?”

I shifted nervously.  “What?”

He stepped closer to me.  It seemed like he was looking right through me.  “How did you know that my mom was about to call me?”

“I d-didn’t...”

With him standing so close, it was hard to think.  My heart was racing as wildly as in my dream.  I was mesmerized by those eyes of his.  He was looking at me so intently.  His gaze held me there as time seemed to stop.

Then he abruptly stepped back.  “I should get home.  See you at school.”  He turned quickly and walked back the way he had come.

I stood there feeling suddenly bereft as I watched him walk away.  Gradually, I became aware of the passing of time.  I began to walk back home.  What had just happened?  I replayed our conversation in my mind.  Your mother is worried about you?  Where had that come from?  My ordinary life was becoming weirder by the minute.  
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For the first time in my life, I had a secret.  I had debated how much to tell Caitlin about my encounter with Duncan in the park.  As promised, she had called to tell me about her date with Alex.  She was thrilled that he had asked her to go out with him again that weekend.

After that, I casually mentioned my conversation with Duncan, except for the strange turn it had taken in the end.  I couldn’t even explain what had happened to myself, let alone to Caitlin.  Instead, I allowed her to indulge in fantasies about future double dates.

I had dinner ready when my parents arrived home from work.  We talked about my first day of school.  I told them about my classes.  Because he was so much on my mind, I even mentioned Duncan, the new student.

“So,” my mom said while we were loading the dishwasher.  “Do you like this new boy?”

I looked at her in surprise.  “What makes you think that?”

Mom laughed.  “Don’t be so shocked.  I was young once too.  Is he cute?”

I shrugged.  “He’s okay, I guess.”

“You guess, huh?  Nice try.  So, definitely cute.”  Mom winked at me.

I dropped the casual attitude.  “Mom, do you think I should cut my hair?”

“Do you want to cut your hair?”

I shook my head.  “No, but Caitlin thinks I should change my look.”

Mom’s expression became serious.  “Oh, honey.  Don’t think that you need to change for anyone.  If this boy doesn’t like you the way you are, then he doesn’t deserve you.  If you change your look, it should only be to please yourself.”

“Thanks, Mom.”  I gave her a heartfelt hug.

Still, I fussed over my appearance the next morning.  I felt nervous about seeing Duncan again.  The last time I saw him, the mood between us had been tense.  I was surprised when he greeted me with a friendly smile when I saw him in English class.

“Hi, Susannah.  How are you today?”

I smiled uncertainly at him.  “I’m, uh, fine.  How are you?”

He continued on in the same friendly tone.  “Very well.  I’m getting to know more people here.  It was hard to leave my friends behind and start over at a new school.”

I was relieved that he seemed to have forgotten about yesterday’s strange episode in the park.  Our chat was interrupted by Mr. Gates calling the class to order.  I was only half-listening to his lecture.  Hope awakened within me.  Maybe Duncan liking me wasn’t so far-fetched.  Maybe Caitlin was right.  Maybe I should listen to her and change my look.  Maybe I will cut my hair, I mused.

“I hope you don’t cut your hair,” Duncan said pensively.  “I really like it long.”

I turned to look at him.  I hadn’t realized that I had spoken aloud.  “Thank you,” I said, taking pleasure in his compliment.  “I’m so used to it being this length that I don’t think I could cut it really short.”

The appraising way that Duncan was looking at me made me suddenly nervous again.  “Caitlin says that I should at least change the color.  She says it’s too plain.”  I realized that I was rambling and looked down at my desk in embarrassment.

“I don’t think it’s plain at all,” Duncan said.  “It’s quite a beautiful rich brown.”

I looked at him shyly.  “Thanks.  That’s so nice of you to say.”

Ben, the boy sitting behind me tapped my shoulder.  “You better put your cell phone away.  If Gates catches you, he’ll give you detention.”

“I don’t—”

“At least text if you have to.  You can do that quietly.”

“I’m not talking on the phone.”

“Right,” Ben said.  “You were just talking to yourself.”

We were interrupted by Mr. Gates.  “What is going on here?  You were supposed to be taking notes.  I give pop quizzes regularly.  You need to pay attention if you hope to pass this class.”  He stalked back to the front of the class to continue his lecture.

I looked at Duncan in bewilderment.

“I like your pretty brown eyes too,” he said.  His lips never moved.

As soon as class was over, I sprang from my seat and rushed to the restroom.  I splashed cool water on my flushed face.  What was happening to me?  Was I losing my mind?  My stomach lurched at the thought of Duncan hearing me talking to myself.  What must he think of me now?

It was all too much.  I went straight to the nurse.  My mom left work and picked me up.  I wanted to hide in my room forever.

“I don’t know about leaving you here by yourself,” Mom said anxiously.  “I can reschedule my meeting.”

“No,” I said.  “I’ll be fine.  I just need to lie down for a while.”

Mom still looked uncertain.  “You’re not running a fever, but you look flushed.  I hope you’re not coming down with something.”

I assured her that I would call her if I needed anything.  I finally convinced her to leave.  If only rest could truly cure what ailed me.  I wondered if it was possible to actually die from embarrassment.  How could I ever face Duncan again?

I went over everything that had happened since I met him.  If I hadn’t told Caitlin about my dream, I would have thought that I had imagined the whole thing.  Maybe I would have written it off as a case of déjà vu.  Now I couldn’t make sense of anything.

Caitlin called during her lunch break.  “Where are you?”

I told her that I had suddenly taken ill.  “I’m sorry I didn’t text you to let you know I was going home, but I felt terrible.”

“Oh, Suzy, I’m sorry.  I hope it’s not the flu.  It seems like it’s too early for the flu.”

“No.  I think it’s just an upset stomach.  I don’t have a fever.”  I wanted to pour my heart out to Caitlin and tell her everything.  I felt scared and lonely and confused.  This was not something that I could get into over the phone, however.

Ever optimistic, Caitlin was sure that I would feel better after lots of rest.  “You’ll be back to normal tomorrow.  You’ll see.”

I wondered if anything would ever be normal again.  Hearing Caitlin’s voice did make me feel a little better.

She quickly got to what she had been dying to tell me.  “Did you hear?  Mandy broke up with Brad!  Can you believe it?  They’ve been going together for what?  Like two years, I think.”

Just a couple of days ago, this news would have made me secretly happy.  It would have given me hope, however unrealistic, that I now had a chance with Brad.  Caitlin was right.  Brad and Mandy had been Valley View High’s golden couple for a long time.

This news did nothing to cheer me up.  I was mostly quiet as Caitlin talked about the breakup.

“Okay,” Caitlin said.  “I can tell that you really are sick.  Feel better soon.  I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

I spent the rest of the day in bed.  Mom tried to get me to eat something, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of food.  My sleep that night was fractured.  I got ready for school with a knot in my stomach.  At least it was Friday.  I just had to make it through today.

When Caitlin picked me up for school, I immediately launched into an enthusiastic conversation about her date with Alex that evening.  She wasn’t fooled.  She was uncharacteristically silent for a while.

“Okay,” she said.  “What is going on with you?  Don’t tell me that you’re just not feeling well.  I can see that you’re upset.  What happened?”

I looked away.  “Honestly, I don’t know where to begin.”

“Does it have something to do with Duncan?”  Caitlin was already pulling into the school parking lot when she asked me that question.

“Yes,” I said.  “It has a lot to do with Duncan, but we don’t have time to talk about this now.”

“Okay,” Caitlin agreed.  “At lunch then.”

I shook my head.  “I can’t talk about this at school.  Can you come over my house tomorrow?”

“I can stop over after school,” Caitlin said as we got out of her car.

“No,” I said.  “This will take a while.  You need to get ready for your date.”

Caitlin stopped walking.  “Suzy!  Have you been keeping secrets from me?  I demand that you tell me everything.”

“I will.”  I nudged her to get going.  “I promise I’ll tell you everything tomorrow.”

We parted ways when we entered the school.  We didn’t have time to stop at our lockers together.  Once I didn’t have her to distract me, my distress returned to a heightened state.  I dreaded seeing Duncan again.  Maybe I would cut English today.  To my dismay, Duncan was waiting for me by my locker.

I stared at him wide-eyed.  Then I dropped my gaze to the floor.  If only it would open up and swallow me.  I was overcome with embarrassment.

“Bravo,” Duncan said.  “You are quite the actress.”

I looked up at him to make sure that he was actually speaking this time.  The friendly demeanor was gone.  He had a cynical smirk on his face.

“Oh, nice touch with the innocent eyes.”

“What are you talking about?”  My voice came out in barely more than a whisper.

Duncan got in my face.  “Do you think I’m a fool?”

“I d-don’t—” I sputtered.

“I’m warning you,” Duncan said.  “Stay away from me.  I’m not in the mood for games.”  With that he spun around and stormed off.

I stared after him, my embarrassment forgotten.  Hysteria threatened to overwhelm me.  Of all the reactions I had been expecting, anger was not one of them.  What could I possibly have done to provoke him to such hostility?
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In English class, I started to get an inkling of why Mandy had broken up with Brad.  It was obvious that she had set her sights on Duncan.  It was also obvious that he was not opposed to her attention.

I sat numbly and watched her toss her blonde hair back and smile coyly at him.  She asked to borrow a pen from him.  Then she pulled at her skirt and drew his eyes to her shapely legs.

Duncan ignored me almost the entire class, which left me free to observe his reaction to Mandy.  This helped to distract me from what had happened between us that morning.

“She’s the kind of girl I need,” Duncan said.  “Someone who is normal and uncomplicated.  I don’t need any more complications in my life.”

It was happening again!  I knew that he wasn’t talking to me.  I knew that it was some kind of auditory hallucination.  Instead of hearing voices, I was hearing only one voice.  I knew it wasn’t real.  I still wanted to clap my hands over my ears, even though I knew it wouldn’t help.  I tried to keep my focus on Mr. Gates, but my eyes were drawn to Duncan.

I turned to see him glaring at me.  “Stay out of my head, Susannah.”

My eyes widened.  He hadn’t spoken aloud.  Yet I had heard him, and he knew it.  “Am I really hearing your thoughts?”  I spoke the words in my mind.

“I told you to drop the innocent act,” Duncan shot back at me.  “I see right through you.”

Anger sparked within me.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I haven’t done anything to you.”

Duncan smiled thinly.  “And I’m going to keep it that way.”

“Duncan, this is incredible!  We can talk to each other through our thoughts.  How is this possible?  I thought I was going crazy.”

“That was impressive,” Duncan said.  “I almost believed that you were really falling apart.  I would have taken the bait if I hadn’t dealt with your kind before.”

I stared at him.  “My kind?”

Duncan must have realized that we’d held eye contact too long.  Other people would think it was weird.  He moved his gaze back to Mandy, but his words continued in my mind.  “This time I’m going for normal.”

Then I was left alone with my own thoughts.  My mind was reeling from this new discovery.  At least now I was fairly certain that I was still sane.  Other than that, my world had been turned upside down.

I was startled by the sound of the bell.  Duncan and Mandy walked out together as I slowly gathered my books.  I was now on autopilot.  It was the only way I could make it through the rest of the day.

Caitlin watched me with a worried expression on her face as I tried to make small talk.  “You should eat something.”

I managed a smile.  “Since when did you turn into my mother?”

“I’m serious,” Caitlin said.  “When was the last time you ate?”

I thought about it.  “Yesterday morning.  I had cereal.”

Caitlin looked at me incredulously.  “You should be starving by now.”

I shrugged.  “I’m just not hungry.  Anyway, I’ve got the scoop.  Mandy is totally after Duncan.”

Caitlin pursed her lips.

I ignored her disapproval.  “I saw it with my own eyes.  It was seduction 101.  She’s got some killer moves.”

Caitlin sighed.  “Oh, Suzy.  That should be you.  Don’t give up.”

“There are other fish in the sea.  Maybe I’ll go comfort Brad.”  My attempt at being flip fell flat.  I had to change the subject.  

I began to engage Caitlin in conversation about her date with Alex.  She realized that this was a good distraction for me.  They were going to a movie, and we debated which outfit she should wear.

Normally, Caitlin drove me home from school.  It turned out that she had forgotten about a dentist appointment that afternoon.  Her mom was coming to sign her out early.  Then Caitlin was driving herself to the dentist.

“At least my mouth will be extra clean.  If Alex doesn’t kiss me, I’m going to kiss him.”

This got a genuine laugh out of me.  “Caitlin!”

“What?  It’s our second date, and I’m a modern woman.”

“That you are.”  I smiled at her affectionately.

As the bell rang, she grabbed my arm.  “We’ll talk tomorrow.”  She gave me a meaningful look.

“Yes,” I said.  “I promise.”

As the afternoon wore on, I began to feel seriously light-headed.  The day was almost over, and I had no intention of going to the nurse again.  Even taking the bus home was a better option than calling my mom to pick me up sick two days in a row.  The last thing I needed was for her to fuss over me all weekend.  Caitlin and I would require privacy for what was going to be the biggest talk we’d ever had.  It would probably test even Caitlin’s open mind.

When the last bell rang, I left all my books in my locker.  Hopefully, Mr. Gates wouldn’t have a pop quiz on Monday.  There was no way I was going to be doing any studying this weekend.  I followed the throng of students toward the exit doors.  I felt like I was walking on the moon.  The wall was too far away, and there was nothing to hold onto.  My head was spinning as I began to sway on my feet.  No, I thought as I lost my balance.  Someone steadied me.  He felt solid and strong.  I leaned against him.

“Can you make it?”  I heard his voice.  I thought maybe he had spoken aloud this time.

“Yes,” I said weakly.  “I have to get to bus C.”

He helped me outside and lowered me onto a bench.  “Wait here.”

I tried to get up after he left, but I sank back down.  He pulled up in a gray car.  I leaned on him as he led me to the passenger seat.  By this time, I was starting to feel a little stronger.

I caught my breath as Duncan leaned over me to fasten my seatbelt.  He stilled, and his gaze captured mine.  An expression I couldn’t name flitted across his face.  Then he pulled away and closed the door.  He got into the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition.

“Chestnut Avenue, you said.  You’ll have to tell me where to turn.”

“Oh,” I said.  “You don’t have to drive me.  I’ll take the bus.”

“The bus is gone,” Duncan said as he put the car in drive.  “I’ll take you home.”

“Thanks.  I’m sorry to be so much trouble.”

Duncan’s jaw clenched.  He stared straight ahead at the road.  “Is that why you’ve gone to such great lengths to play the damsel in distress?”

“What do you mean?  I got dizzy.  I didn’t even know you were there.”

“You called me.”  Duncan’s voice cut like a knife.

“I did not,” I said indignantly.  “I don’t even have your number.”

“Damn it, Susannah!” Duncan exploded.  “You know what I mean.”

I gaped at him with my mouth open.  Called him?

His pale blue eyes slid toward me.  He laughed derisively.  “Another Academy Award worthy performance.  You called me to make sure I would be there to rescue you.  That was no pretend fainting spell though.  What’d you do?  Not eat for a while?”

“I was sick!  I couldn’t eat anything.”  I watched his hands gripping the steering wheel.  “I don’t know why you think I’m lying to you.  And I don’t know why you’re saying those things, but I never called you.  I would have remembered that.”

“It was your voice,” Duncan said.  “I’d know it anywhere.”

He drove in silence then as I gave him the directions to my house.  I felt much better, but he insisted on walking me to my door.  I thanked him for the ride.

“Don’t do this again, Susannah.  I mean it.”  He strode to his car and drove off.

I went to my room and got into bed.  Weariness overtook me, and I fell into a dreamless sleep.
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I woke up early on Saturday, having slept straight through after school the day before.  I was finally hungry, so I decided to make pancakes.  My stomach rumbled while I cooked them.  I was finishing a second helping when Mom and Dad walked into the kitchen.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Dad said.  “Those three days of school really wore you out, huh?”

Mom beamed at me.  “I’m so glad that you’re feeling better.  I tried to wake you for dinner, but you were dead to the world.  I was planning to take you to the doctor today.”

That was what I had been afraid of yesterday.  I smiled back at them.  “I guess I just needed some extra sleep.  Better help yourselves to pancakes before I eat them all.”

After breakfast, the three of us did housework.  Caitlin called after lunch.  She came over just as my parents were getting ready to go to a movie.  It was perfect timing, since we would now be able to talk in private.

“Alone at last,” Caitlin joked.

We both laughed.  “Do you want something to drink?”

“No,” Caitlin said.  “I want to hear about these secrets you’ve been keeping from me.”

I hesitated.  “First, how was your date with Alex?”

“He enjoyed my clean mouth,” Caitlin said without missing a beat.  “We’ll get back to that later.  Quit stalling.  I can’t wait another minute to hear about you and Duncan.”

“Okay,” I said.  “Okay, you already know about the dream.  It gets more bizarre from there.”

I told her about what had happened the day I went home sick.  Once I began talking, the words just poured out of me.  Caitlin listened in rapt attention.  When I got to the part about Duncan and I being able to communicate with our thoughts, she couldn’t contain herself any longer.

“Oh.  My.  God!  What did I tell you?  What more proof do you need that you guys are soulmates?”

I was amazed.  “You’re taking this a lot better than I did, and way better than Duncan did.”

I filled her in on the rest of the story.  Duncan was less than thrilled about our special connection.  In fact, he was downright hostile about it.

“This can only mean one thing,” Caitlin said.  “He’s been hurt by another girl who has this ability.  That boy is seriously bitter.  That’s why he’s trying to push you away.”

I was surprised by how jealous I was at the thought of another girl sharing this bond with Duncan.  “Do you really think that’s possible?”

Caitlin gave me a funny look.  “Anything is possible.  You should know that better than anyone.”

That would explain his attitude.  “She must have broken his heart.”

“You’ve got to win his trust,” Caitlin said.

“Yeah, right.  That’s not going to happen.  His mind is made up.”

“We’ll convince him.”

“What do you mean we?  Caitlin,” I said sternly.  “Stay out of it.”

“Okay,” Caitlin said.  “We’ll see.”

She had been so great about believing my crazy story that I didn’t want to argue with her.  I changed the subject to her date with Alex, and this time she let me.  The movie had been okay.  The kissing afterwards had been great, and they were going out to dinner this evening.  Caitlin left shortly after my parents arrived home.  She and Alex seemed to have really hit it off, and I was happy for her.

After dinner, I decided to go for a walk.  Since I had been sick, I had missed being outside.  It felt good to be out in the fresh air again.  A gentle breeze made the weather perfect.  Many people were enjoying the park.

I felt much better now that I had told Caitlin everything.  I wasn’t alone in this anymore.  Caitlin’s idea about the other girl made sense.  It wasn’t fair that Duncan was taking it out on me, but there was nothing I could do about it.  The best thing for me would be to try to avoid him as much as possible and move on with my life.

Caitlin was wrong.  We weren’t soulmates.  If she was right about the other girl, even our connection wasn’t unique.  He had already experienced it with someone else.  On top of that, even without his irrational hostility toward me, there was no way I could compete against Mandy.  I resolved to have a brand-new attitude on Monday.  Duncan wasn’t even going to be on my radar.

A little girl approached me and asked me to play tag with her.  

“Lily!” her mother admonished her from a nearby bench where she was feeding a baby.  “Leave that girl alone.”

“I don’t mind.”  I winked at the mother.  “I was just hoping that somebody would play tag with me.”

We ran around and giggled.  I pretended that I couldn’t run fast enough to get away from her.

Her delight was infectious.  “You’re it!”

We zigzagged as I kept just barely missing her.

“You can’t catch me,” she taunted with little kid glee.

“You’re too fast,” I said as I made a show of stopping to catch my breath.  As I looked up, I noticed Duncan in the background.  He was watching me.  I just barely caught the smile on his face before it quickly disappeared.

“C’mon, let’s play.”  The little girl was tugging on my arm.

“It’s time to go home, Lily,” her mother called as she was putting the baby into the stroller.

“No!” Lily wailed.  “I wanna play more tag.”

“Next time,” I soothed.  “Whew!  You wore me out.”

Lily’s mother had to come and take her by the hand.  “Let’s go.  You can help me push the stroller.”  She smiled at me.  “Thanks.  Hopefully, she’ll be too tired to put up a fuss at bedtime tonight.”

Duncan wandered over as they left.  “You’ve made a quick recovery.”

“I went to sleep as soon as you left, and I didn’t get up until this morning.  Then I ate two breakfasts.”

The smile I had glimpsed earlier ghosted over Duncan’s lips again.  “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “And thanks again for helping me yesterday.  May I ask you a question?”

Duncan was immediately wary.  “What is it?”

I hated to broach the subject, but it was gnawing at me.  “You said that I called you.”

“You did,” Duncan said.  “And that’s not a question.”

“Where were you when it happened?  Don’t we have to be close by to hear each other?”

“As if you didn’t know,” Duncan said.  “Okay, I’ll humor you.  Our ears have nothing to do with it.  We connect telepathically.  Hypothetically, we could be anywhere.”

This was a lot to take in.  “You mean we could even hear each other if we were in different cities?”

Duncan got a faraway look on his face.  “Hypothetically.”

“Wow,” I said.  “Then why don’t we hear each other all the time?”

Duncan rolled his eyes.  “As you well know, there are mental barriers.  When both people are open to it, the barriers are withdrawn.  In times of heightened emotions, some thoughts seep out, so to speak.  Also, if one is very powerful, the barriers are more easily breached.  Even then, reading someone’s thoughts all the time would be exhausting.”

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said.  “I wasn’t tired from reading your thoughts.  I can’t even control when it happens.  I never knew that such a thing was possible until I met you.”

“Oh, please,” he said.  “Do you really expect me to believe that you just spontaneously manifested an ability that takes years to hone?  That you got past the barriers in my mind without even trying?”

“Whether you believe it or not, it’s true.  You apparently got past the barriers in my mind too,” I challenged.

“No,” he said, “I didn’t.  Yours are airtight.  You must be very powerful.  I can’t even get a glimpse of your real thoughts.”

“These are my real thoughts,” I said in exasperation.  “My life was completely ordinary until I had that dream about you.”

“What dream?”

“Never mind,” I said.  “I have to go home.”  I tried not to think about it, but it came unbidden into my mind in vivid detail.  That wild kiss with the dream Duncan.

I began to walk quickly away.  I wasn’t sure how this worked.  Could he only hear my thoughts, or might he also be able to see the images in my mind?  He’d pretty much said that he’d had years of practice at this.

Duncan followed me.  He grabbed me and spun me around, his eyes searching mine.  “Are these your real thoughts?” he asked softly.  “Are they, Susannah?”

My breathing became labored.  His lips hovered just above mine, tantalizingly close.  His pale eyes had darkened slightly.  He was going to kiss me, and an almost unbearable excitement coursed through me.

“I won’t be fooled again,” Duncan said.  Then he walked away.
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I stared at myself in the mirror on Monday with a fierce determination to move on with my life.  I had felt like a fool for thinking that Duncan was going to kiss me.  My dream had brought on an infatuation with him, but it was over now.

I squared my shoulders and went downstairs for breakfast.  Dad’s mouth dropped open.  He stared at me as if he’d never seen me before.

“Oh,” Mom gushed.  “You look adorable in that color.”

Dad found his voice.  “That’s not the word I was going for.  Are you sure that’s appropriate for school?”

“It’s fine,” Mom said.  “She looks lovely and feminine.”

Caitlin had declared this look to be sexy sweet.  She had been thrilled when I asked her to go shopping with me and change my image.  I was wearing a pink minidress with a cinched waist and flared skirt.

Dad continued to protest.  “I thought that you just bought school clothes.  How many outfits do you need?”

“Don’t worry, Dad.  I paid for it with my babysitting money.”

“Calm down, Jim,” Mom said.  “Suzy is smart and responsible.  What are you worried about?  Don’t you remember that I wore miniskirts when you met me?”

Dad looked like he was going to say something but changed his mind.  With Mom on board, he realized that arguing further was futile.  I told myself that I wasn’t nervous.  I just wasn’t hungry.  I applied lip gloss and took one final look in the mirror before Caitlin arrived.

“Wait until Duncan sees you.”  Caitlin admired her handiwork.  “You’re going to give Mandy a run for her money.”

“This is not about Duncan.  I’m doing this for myself.”

“You go girl,” Caitlin said.

“Don’t mock me,” I snapped at her.

“What?  I believe in girl power.  You need to relax.  There’s no reason to be nervous.  You look great.”

All too soon, we had arrived at school.  As we walked to our lockers, I noticed that more guys than usual said hi to me.  Even Brad.  I couldn’t remember him ever speaking to me before.

“Smile,” Caitlin said.  “The clothes are only one part of changing your image.  You can’t be looking at the floor all the time.”

I opened my mouth to argue then closed it.  I had asked for her help, and I needed to listen to her advice.  It worked too.  I found that when I smiled at people, they usually smiled back.  I began to feel more confident.

My nervousness only returned when I was walking toward English.  I braced myself for seeing Duncan.  Stop it, I told myself.  He’s just another guy.  Who cares what he thinks?  I pointedly ignored him as I took my seat.  I could feel his eyes lingering on me, and I was angry at myself for being so aware of him.

“I must say, Susannah.  You look like sugar and spice and everything nice.  What’s the occasion?  Is it your birthday?  No, that’s September twenty-first.”

“Stop reading my mind,” I told him.  “And stop talking to me in my thoughts.  How do we put up those mental barriers that you were talking about?”

Duncan continued our silent conversation after class began.  “Why do you continue to pretend to be ignorant of your powers?  I’ve made it clear that I’m onto you.”

“And I’ve made it clear that this is all new to me.  Furthermore, if you have something to say then speak out loud like a normal person from now on.  Or better yet, don’t speak to me at all.  I’m going back to my regular life, and you’re not part of it.”

“I see,” Duncan said.  “Throwing yourself at me didn’t work, so now you’re playing hard to get.”

“Throwing myself!” I fumed.  “You’re unbelievable.  I’m not even interested in you.”

“Really?  You gave me a different impression on Saturday.”

“That was just a stupid dream.  It doesn’t mean anything.  I would appreciate it if you would just forget about the whole thing.”  I wished that I could keep from blushing.

“Then you shouldn’t have put that image in my mind.”

“An image,” I said, momentarily forgetting that I was annoyed with him.  “You mean that you could actually see it instead of just hearing my thoughts?  How does that work?” 

Duncan studied me.  “Do you really want to play this game with me?  I thought that you wanted to put an end to this.”

“Yes, I do.  Let’s just pay attention to the teacher.”

He complied, and this time I could feel a break in our connection.  I somehow knew that he was no longer listening to my thoughts.  Hopefully, this had been the last time.  Communicating that way was much too intimate.

By the end of the day, I felt good about the progress I had made with my more outgoing image.  I put my books away in my locker.  Out of nowhere, an image came into my mind.  Duncan was there leaning over me with my back pressed up against my locker.  His hand came up to caress my cheek.  Then his lips descended upon mine in a kiss that took my breath away.

I stood there with my hand still on my locker the way it had been when I closed the door.  My breathing was shallow.  I tried to remember what I was supposed to be doing.

“That’s how it works,” Duncan whispered in my ear.

My temperature soared as I turned around in expectation.  He wasn’t behind me.  I spotted him all the way down the hall, and our eyes locked.

“Does that answer your question?”

Caitlin came up beside me and broke the spell.  “Ready to go?  Oh, Suzy, you look flushed.”  She put a hand up to my forehead.  “You feel hot.  Are you sick again?”

“I’m fine,” I muttered.  I saw Duncan’s amused expression.  I marched up to him with Caitlin following me.  “I told you to stop that!”

“I was just answering your question,” Duncan replied smoothly.  “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”

I continued to glare at him.

“So rude,” he said.  He turned toward Caitlin.  “I’m Duncan.”

She took the hand he offered her.  “I’m Caitlin.  It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too.”  Duncan smiled warmly at her.

“It’s great how you guys have that mind thing going on.”

“Caitlin!”  I was aghast.

Luckily, Mandy showed up then and prevented Caitlin from saying something even worse.  Duncan was apparently driving Mandy home.  As he left with her, he had a parting shot for me.

––––––––
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“NOW WE’RE EVEN,” HE said in a way only I could hear.
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“Just think about the possibilities!  Every time you get bored in class you can just go kiss Duncan.”  Caitlin couldn’t stop marveling over this new development.

I was beginning to regret telling her about the trick Duncan had pulled on me yesterday.  “I wouldn’t really be kissing him.”

“You said it felt real.  It’s way better than daydreaming, and it’s not like he minds.”

. 

“No,” I said.  “He was just messing with me.”

“Because he likes you.”

“He has a girlfriend,” I reminded her.

Now Caitlin looked uncomfortable.  “Normally, I wouldn’t agree with going after another girl’s guy, but you two belong together.”

“No,” I said with finality.  “We don’t.  He accused me of throwing myself at him, when I did no such thing.  I already decided to forget about him even before Brad asked me out.”

“That’s actually a great idea,” Caitlin said.  “Make him jealous.”

“Caitlin,” I said in frustration, “get it through your head.  This is not about Duncan.  Remember how many times you encouraged my impossible crush on Brad?  It’s finally happening.  I thought you would be happy for me.  Your plan for changing my image worked.”

“I guess,” she said without enthusiasm.  “It’s just that you have so much in common with Duncan.  That reminds me.  Why didn’t you tell me that he lives on my street?”

“Oh yeah,” I said.  “With everything that’s been going on, I forgot all about it.”

“I’m telling you, Suzy, he’s interested in you.  Sure, he told me all about California.  He says he likes it here better because it’s peaceful.  Can you believe that?  I’m thinking it has more to do with you.  He wanted to know all about you.”

“He did?”  I couldn’t help being curious about this.  “Like what?”

“He asked me how long I’ve known you.  He wanted to know how long I’ve known about your abilities.  We talked about your dream.  He was especially interested in your reaction.  How you went into shock the first time you saw him.  That was okay, right?  I mean, he already knew about the dream.”

“That’s okay,” I said.  “He saw the dream for himself.  It can’t get any more embarrassing than that.”

“Suzy, you’re not looking at this the right way at all,” Caitlin began.

“No,” I cut in.  “I need you to stop this.  I’m going out with Brad this weekend.  Duncan is dating Mandy.  End of story.”

“Okay,” Caitlin relented.  “We’ll just see how it all plays out.”

I left it at that.  Things were getting back to normal.  No more dreams about Duncan, and no more reading minds.  I would focus on school and my date with Brad.  I actually paid attention in English class the next day.

“Cancel your date with Brad.”

I refused to look at Duncan.  “I told you to stop talking to me this way.”

“Do you really want the whole class to know your business?”

I kept my eyes on the teacher.  “I don’t even want you to know my business.”

“He’s not appropriate for you,” Duncan said.  “Pick someone else.”

Now I did look at him.  “Excuse me?  You don’t even know him.”

“I know his type,” Duncan said.

“Just like you know my type?” I challenged.  “Make up your mind.  Either I’m conniving or I’m not.”

“You’re not really interested in him,” he said without answering my question.

“You know,” I said.  “You keep saying that you want me to stay away from you, but when I do, you don’t like it.  How do you even know about Brad asking me out?”

“Caitlin told me.”

“It’s great how you guys have become such good friends,” I said with false sweetness.

I was really annoyed now.  Despite everything I had said, Caitlin still thought that this was some elaborate plan to make Duncan jealous.

“You can’t get from him what you want from me.”

My cheeks burned.  “How dare you!”

“Oh, Susannah,” Duncan said.  “As tempting as that thought is, you know that’s not what I mean.”

“I have no idea what you mean, and at this point I don’t really care.  I’m tired of your cryptic accusations.”

“Look, Susannah,” he began.

“Enough!”  With the force of my thoughts, I suddenly slammed a barrier between us.  I could feel his thoughts fluttering against it like butterflies.  With a firm resolve, I turned my attention back to the teacher.  When class ended, I left without even glancing at Duncan.

At the end of the day, he was waiting for me by my locker.  Caitlin said to meet her at her car and made a hasty exit.

Since he couldn’t get past my barrier, Duncan had to resort to actual speech.  “So, you don’t know how barriers work, do you?  You must be one hell of a fast learner.  Are you going to admit now that I was right about you all along?”

“No,” I said with rising anger, “I’m not.  I don’t know what your problem is.  I’m sorry if your ex-girlfriend broke your heart, but that has nothing to do with me.”

“What do you know about my ex-girlfriend?”  Duncan was almost shouting at me.

“I know that if you weren’t such a jerk, maybe she wouldn’t have dumped you!”

There was dead silence.  He looked as if I had slapped him.

“Maybe,” he said quietly.

I tried to probe his mind.  Something ugly was seeping out toward me, and I shrank back from it in revulsion.

“That’s right, Susannah,” Duncan said.  “It’s none of your business, and you’re none of my business.  I won’t bother you again.”
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Watching the movie was proving to be difficult.  The problem wasn’t with the movie since I actually liked action movies.  Brad kept breaking my concentration.  I had to keep removing his hand from my knee or averting my face from his attempts to kiss me.  Shortly into the movie, he had casually draped his arm around my shoulders and tried to feel me up.  I had never met anyone so persistent.

I was relieved when the credits rolled.  Brad saw some of his friends in the lobby, and they decided that we were all going out for burgers.  I thought about asking Brad to drop me off at home.  My rejection of his advances hadn’t dampened his spirits at all, and he chattered about his friends during the drive to the restaurant.  Thankfully, he kept his hands on the wheel.

We all piled into a large booth.  This seemed to be their regular hangout, since the waitress knew them.  Brad ordered a burger and fries while I just got a shake.  I felt out of place in this group, most of whom were jocks and cheerleaders.  Brad introduced them to me, and they seemed friendly enough.  I mostly just listened to them talk comfortably to each other.  The guys kidded each other and laughed at what they thought were hilarious jokes.

It gave me a chance to watch Brad, and I was struck again by his blond good looks.  No wonder I’d had a crush on him for so long.  Before we left, one of the girls invited us to a party at her house later in the month.  I realized that this group accepted me because I was with Brad.  I had never been invited to hang out with the popular crowd before.

Brad surprised me by apologizing to me.  “Sorry if I came on too strong at the movie.  It’s just that you’re so pretty, and I’ve been lonely.”

I felt like telling him that he hadn’t been alone for very long, but I held my tongue.  I found myself saying that it was okay.  For some reason, after we arrived in my driveway, I completely let him off the hook by telling him that I’d had a nice time.

“Me too,” he said as he leaned in to give me a kiss.

This time I didn’t stop him.  I could sense that he was treading carefully, testing my reaction.  I pulled back before he could deepen the kiss.

Brad’s smile accentuated his dimples.  “You’re kind of shy, aren’t you?  That’s okay.  It’s only the first date.  Goodnight, Suzy.”

“Goodnight, Brad.”  I got out of the car and began walking up the driveway.  I heard his car pull away before I had even reached the front door.

My mind flashed back to Duncan walking me to my door, even though he had been inexplicably angry with me.  Stop being ridiculous, I told myself.  It’s the modern world, and there is no reason that a boy needs to walk you to your door.  There was also no reason to compare Brad’s kiss to my kisses with Duncan—which weren’t even real kisses.

I resolutely put Duncan out of my mind as I said goodnight to my parents.  As I got ready for bed, I couldn’t help thinking that I wasn’t as thrilled as I should have been after finally going out with Brad.

Caitlin called me on it the next day.  “Now take it from the top with even less enthusiasm.”

I had just finished telling her about my date with Brad while we were sprawled out in her room.  I had walked to her house since her car was in the shop, because it needed new brakes.

“Okay,” I said.  “Granted, it could have gone better.”

“I’m surprised that Mandy didn’t dump him a long time ago,” Caitlin said.  “Prince Charming, he is not.  Maybe you should find a different way to make Duncan jealous.”

I rolled over and sat up in agitation.  “How many times do I have to tell you that this isn’t about Duncan?  Brad apologized.  Everyone deserves a second chance.”

“That’s not always true.  Suzy, sometimes you’re too nice.  But if you’re going to continue this, then you might as well use it to your advantage.  I’ve got a great idea.  Think about your kiss with Brad in English class where Duncan can hear your thoughts.  Only you have to add more excitement to it.”

“It’s like talking to a wall,” I complained.  “You act like you haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

“Okay, okay,” Caitlin relented.  “I’ll change the subject.  Tyler said to tell you hi.  He asked if you’re still saving yourself for him.  He’s so gross!  I told him that he’s old news.”

Tyler, Caitlin’s older brother, was away for his first year of college.  He had been my first crush, and Caitlin had declared this to be temporary insanity.  Tyler now teased me about it every chance he got.

“The nut told me to break a leg.  I told him that’s good luck for the show, not the audition.”

“I can’t believe they still make you audition,” I said.  “You always get the part.”

“They have to give everyone the same chance.  Besides, it’s good practice for Hollywood.  If you want to wait, Mom said she’ll give you a ride home after school tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “I’ll just take the bus.  I’d like to get in a walk before dinner.”

“I think they said it’s supposed to rain tomorrow.  Anyway, we’ll figure it out at school.”

I stayed for dinner at Caitlin’s house and then walked home.  She had insisted on showing me which house Duncan lived in.  I could tell she was disappointed that he wasn’t out to see me.

The next day I woke with a bad feeling.  I dragged my feet getting ready until Mom yelled that I was going to be late for the bus.  I made it to the stop just as the bus was pulling up.  The sky was cloudy, and I regretted not taking a jacket with me.  It definitely looked like it would rain today.

Maybe that was why I was in this somber mood.  I thought it would go away once I got to school, but I couldn’t seem to shake it.  In fact, it seemed to be getting worse as the day progressed.  Even being treated like one of the in crowd by Brad and his friends didn’t lift my spirits.

“What’s wrong with you?” Duncan asked me as soon as I took my seat in English.

“Hello to you too,” I said.  “Listen, I’m really not in the mood to deal with you today.”

Duncan lowered his voice.  “Did Brad do something?”

“Of course not,” I denied, but I felt a telltale blush creep over my cheeks.

Duncan switched to speaking with his thoughts.  “Don’t lie to me, Susannah!  I’ve had this feeling all day.  If that creep...”

Suddenly, his voice disappeared as vivid images flooded my mind.  Duncan was kissing Mandy while they were in his car at night.  Her hand found its way under his shirt, and she ran it over his chest.  Then it began
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