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      I never expected a spelling bee to be the apogee of my life, but the night of July thirtieth, 1983, turned out to be exactly that. I was one of two finalists competing for a major college scholarship, and I needed to win or I was going to be stuck on our tiny island of Saint Thomas in the Virgin Islands, cleaning hotel rooms.

      Blinded by hot stage lights, I clutched the old wooden podium and stood listening to my competition recite, “Succedaneum.” Thank God they didn’t also require a definition. Sweat prickled under my armpits.

      My competition, a tall gangly boy with thick glasses and an accent that marked him as from the nearby French Antilles, made it through. Modest applause followed his effort.

      “Antediluvian,” the proctor said. Oh, this felt like cheating because I knew it so well. My parents had come to St. Thomas to do religious work, stayed on past their allotted stint, and made a niche on the island managing vacation rental homes for off-islanders.

      “Antediluvian,” I stated. “Of, or pertaining to the period preceding the Great Flood referred to in the Bible. A-n-t-e-d-i-l-u-v-i-a-n.”

      More applause than the other kid got. I was showing off a bit, but I was tired of proving that red hair and big boobs meant bimbo. All I had to do now to prove that to the world was get off this rock, go to college, and become a lawyer in the big city.

      “Xanthosis,” the proctor said to the gangly boy. The kid’s Adam’s apple worked as he blinked behind his glasses. I could tell it was over.

      “Xanthosis,” the kid repeated. “Z-a-n-t-h-o-s-i-s.”

      The buzzer marked his shame, and sympathetic clapping escorted him off the stage. I felt bad for him, but he was younger and there would be other chances. This was it for me, and if I could get this word right, I’d win a golden ticket out of here. And oh, how badly I needed to get out of this palm-tree studded, nowhere paradise. There was nothing for me here—except my family, of course.

      “Pococurante,” the proctor said to me.

      The lights blinded me. I clung to the podium and I shut my eyes. I could feel the prickle of sweat under my arms penetrating the green fabric of the dress Mom had told me to wear to enhance the color of my eyes. I tried not to hyperventilate. I pictured myself as the lawyer I hoped to be, making a confident plea to a jury.

      I knew what this word meant, but I wasn’t sure of the spelling. I sucked in a breath, blew it out, and went for it.

      “Pococurante,” I said.  “To be indifferent to something. And I am certainly not p-o-c-o-c-u-r-a-n-t-e to winning this scholarship. I want it more than anything.”

      Huge applause broke out as a bell marked the end of the competition. My dad ran to the front of the stage and I hopped off and into his arms.

      “I did it!”

      “I never had a doubt, Ruby,” he exclaimed, blue eyes extra-bright with excitement. “You’re going to get your dream, girl!”

      Mom, Pearl, and Jade were right behind him, and we mass-hugged in the narrow area in front of the battered wooden stage. I had the best, most loving family: Mom, sturdy and tall with her auburn hair and hazel eyes; ten-year-old Jade, who shared my green eyes but had Mom’s hair, and Pearl who had Dad’s blue eyes and curly blonde hair, already so beautiful at fourteen that she should wear a bag on her head.

      Yes, this was the night I found out for sure I’d to be able to go to Northeastern University, where I’ve already been accepted. With this win, I’d be leaving in two weeks.

      “Got a nice dinner planned,” Mom said. “Lobster and fish. Hope you don’t mind we invited company on your special night—he brought the main dish.”

      “Who is it?” I frowned a little. Mom and Dad were hospitable to a fault, always inviting ex-pats or the transient workers they hired for cleaning and yard work over for meals.

      “New yard and coconut trimming guy.” Dad hefted Jade up like she was two, and headed for the door. “Sailor. Seems to have some ocean skills.” Dad liked guys with ocean skills. I usually found them not that bright.

      Mom winked. “I think you’ll like this one, Ruby.”

      “Hah. I’m out of here,” I snorted. Mom knew how focused I was, so she liked to tease that I was going to fall in love, marry a local, and end up staying on Saint Thomas. I followed the family out of the church hall where the spelling bee was held, shaking hands with the geeky kid who’d lost and wishing him best of luck next time. I piled into the station wagon with my sisters for the drive back out to deep-armed, crystalline Magen’s Bay, where we lived.

      “You smoked that guy,” Pearl said, grinning. She snuggled against me on one side, and Jade on the other. I felt warmed by their support. I knew I’d have felt very differently on the drive home if I’d lost that spelling bee.

      “That kid didn’t need the win as much as I did. He’ll have other chances,” I told Pearl.

      We drove up the windy two-lane road out of Charlotte Amalie, with its red-roofed, Mediterranean-style houses and palm trees. I looked back down at the capital of Saint Thomas, waiting to feel sad that I’m leaving so soon—but all I felt was excited. The life I’d worked so hard for was going to happen in just a couple of weeks.
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      I was setting the long table out on the screened porch with its view of an aqua sliver of Magen’s Bay when Mom came into the doorway, holding a string bag wriggling with lobsters. “Ruby, this is Rafe McCallum. He brought some fish that need cleaning. Can you take him to the outside sink? I have to get these lobsters into the pot.”

      “Sure,” I muttered, dropping a handful of forks with a clatter. “Hi.”

      Mom turned, her eyes sparkling, and left. Rafe walked into the breezy space that doubled as our dining room. He was holding a canvas bag that smelled strongly of fish and was clearly heavy, if the knotted muscles of his bronzed arms were anything to go by.

      “Hi. Need to clean these. Your mom said you have a sink? ”

      At least six foot three, topping me by a foot, he had eyes the color of deep open ocean. I didn’t think I’d ever seen that color before. We stared at each other for just a little too long, and I felt the blush I’d suffered from my whole life prickle up my chest and heat my cheeks. I had that fair skin redheads do, with an ebb and flow of blood that betrayed my every mood.

      Spooked, I headed for the side door. “Sure. Come this way.”

      I was still wearing the dark green dress I’d worn to the spelling bee, a fit-and-flare style that hugged my figure in a way I’d thought was attractive but modest, and now felt was entirely too revealing.

      He followed me down chipped cement steps and around the lawn on the side of the house to the outdoor sink, a cold-water, galvanized affair with a hole that drained out onto the ground and a built-in wooden cutting board.

      “Want some help?” I asked, pulling myself together, reminding myself I had one foot out the door. Guys like Rafe were a dime a dozen in the Virgin Islands: handsome, pleasure-seeking young men, rootless, with no more future on their minds than the next wave or sailboat or high. I mocked them with my friend Jenny. “I’ll never date a surfer or sailor,” I’d sworn, long ago. “Hot bodies and no brains.”

      “Could use a knife.” Rafe dumped a couple of large, colorful parrotfish out on the board. I could see marks on them from his spear, and I imagined him swimming underwater in nothing but a pair of trunks. “I’ll do it. You should keep your pretty dress clean.”

      I turned and hurried back into the house, going into the kitchen and taking the big filet knife in its plastic scabbard out of the drawer. Mom was dropping the lobsters into a pot on the stove.

      “Cute, isn’t he?” she said.

      “He’s a sailor, Mom,” I said. “Probably surfs too.” Surfers were the ultimate time wasters, in my not-so-humble opinion.

      “He does surf, that’s not a sin. And ocean skills are handy. Look at these lobsters and fish. But never mind,” Mom said. “He’s too much man for you.”

      “Not too much for me,” Pearl piped up from where she was chopping greens at the counter. Pearl was definitely precocious in the man department.

      Mom bumped Pearl with a hip. “Give Ruby a chance to maneuver.”

      “I’m maneuvering right out of here.” I hustled off, knife in hand.

      I drew up short halfway to the sink, and gulped. Rafe had taken off his shirt. Late evening sun gilded a torso that could have been in the Louvre.

      What’s wrong with me? I’ve seen hot men before. I forced my legs to move, and Rafe turned from rinsing one of the parrotfish at the tap. I thought I saw a little red around his ears as he saw my hesitation. “I didn’t want to get fish guts on my shirt,” he apologized. “That knife sharp?”

      “Oh, sure. Of course.” I circled around to the other side of the sink to hand it to him, but now I had a view of chiseled chest and the kind of lean and supple abs that come from working and playing hard. I handed him the knife in its scabbard, noticing some sort of tattoo on his shoulder. I made myself look down at the fish. “You go spearfishing a lot?”

      “Yeah.” No elaboration. He plonked the fish down on the cutting board, and using quick, confident strokes, slashed the meat off in large filets. “I like this way to prep them. It’s quick, and you don’t have to deal with bones or scales.” He flipped a filet, sliding the knife between the meat and scaly skin, slicing it off. He slanted a glance at me from under dark brows and caught my eyes on him. Long, chocolate-brown, sun-streaked hair framed a rugged, interesting face I’d been too busy gawking at his body to notice.

      He was older than me, from the sun-crinkles beside his eyes, and definitely, totally, not my type. Probably hadn’t finished high school and had an IQ of 80, though with that body he wasn’t going to have any trouble getting women to chase him.

      “Well. I’ll leave you to it.” I started to walk away, but he called me back.

      “Ruby. Can I get a bag for the guts and such?” He held up the stripped carcass of the fish. It had taken him about three minutes to prep the filets. He definitely knew what he was doing with his hands.

      “Okay.” I had to go back in the house again, and I could feel his eyes on my back. “Get a grip, Ruby,” I growled at myself. “You have places to go, people to meet. Intellectual people, with good prospects. The last thing you need to do is get distracted by some pretty-boy surfer.”

      I managed to hang onto that resolve, keeping my eyes on my plate or my family members through dinner, only breaking from that during my father’s toast to my spelling bee win. Rafe, across from me, met my eyes with his and my glass with his wine goblet as me and my sisters toasted with grape juice.

      “Congratulations,” he said. “I hope Boston is all you dream it will be.”

      “It’s going to be awesome,” I said, almost defiant. He shrugged, and sipped.

      He had long, graceful hands, and he gestured when he talked, mainly with my parents since I wouldn’t participate. They discussed the things he’d studied on the boat he’d crewed over to the Virgin Islands and the interests they had in common. He’d read everything from the Bible to Socrates, and he was learning astronomy and art history on the boat in his spare time. This trip was part of his “personal mission” to go everywhere, see all he could, and do what he wanted to in the moment.

      Forking up a bite of sumptuous lobster, I considered that if I hadn’t been the daughter of former missionaries and pure as a lifetime of Bible memorization could make me, I might have had a little fun with someone like him before I left for college. But as it was, on the eve of my long-awaited departure, I wasn’t going to be derailed by anyone. No matter how handsome and interesting.

      Rafe came to church the next Sunday. I stood a few rows behind him, appreciating the breadth of his shoulders, the wide column of his neck, the blond-streaked curling brown hair touching his back. That hair had a lively, rebellious quality to it, haloing his head as if to express impatience with the rules and all that was mundane and usual. The tattoo I hadn’t got a good look at was peeking out of his shirt. I kept staring at his arms, trying to see what it was.

      He had a great voice and belted out the choruses of our weary old tunes in the dog-eared hymnal with an enthusiasm I couldn’t help but like. On the way back out, he hurried to catch up with me in the aisle.

      “What are you doing after this?”

      I turned my head, surprised. He was so tall I was looking at his collarbone. “Nothing in particular.”

      “Want to go for a hike? I hear there are some good trails around here.”

      “Okay,” I said hesitantly. “I’d better ask my dad.”

      He grinned. “Tell him my intentions are honorable.”

      I blushed, that awful flare, and I saw him notice it by the widening of his nostrils, the expansion of his pupils as he looked down at me. I had to force myself to remember I was standing in the doorway of the church. I held my Bible over my cleavage like a breastplate.

      “Never mind. I don’t need to ask Dad. It’s just a hike. You know I’m leaving in two weeks, don’t you?”

      “Like anyone around here could forget it. You’re the boss’s daughter, the smartest girl on the island. Leaving paradise and going to Northeastern University.” He pronounced it in contemptuous tones. “I just want to go on a hike with someone who knows the trails around here.”

      “Okay, then.” I was so embarrassed by my self-important words that I could hardly get down the steps fast enough, but he was right behind me. “Let me get into some hiking clothes. I’ll take my bike and meet you at the park.”

      “Bring extra water,” he said, lifting a hand in farewell. “You’re going to need it.”

      I felt my heart speed up with excitement as I got into the family station wagon for the short drive home. “What was Rafe talking to you about?” Pearl asked, pouting.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t want to deal with my siblings’ teasing or questions. “I’m going for a bike ride.”

      Saint Thomas, in the non-resort area we live in, is rural and green with steep, jungled mountains made of the bones of the ancient volcanoes that formed the island chain. I hurried into the house and changed into shorts and a tank top, bundling my hair into a ponytail and rubbing down with sunscreen as I headed into the kitchen to fill up a plastic water bottle.

      “Where are you going?” Mom was at the kitchen sink, washing something.

      “I’m eighteen. Do I have to tell you everywhere I’m going?” I exclaimed, and filled the water bottle under the cold artesian stream of water.

      “She’s going somewhere with Rafe,” Pearl said loudly.

      “Am not!” I screwed the top on. “Just taking a bike ride.”

      Mom’s hazel eyes crinkled at the corners. “Too much man for you,” she whispered.

      I didn’t dignify this with an answer and flounced out.  I hopped on my old bike with its three speeds and the wire mesh basket in the front. That bike was how I usually got anywhere from our tiny town on Magen’s Bay.

      Rafe met me at the seed-tufted soccer field in the middle of what passed for town. He was driving a rusty old red truck that looked like it had been around since the sugarcane days fifty years ago. He wore shorts and a black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. The tattoo I’d wondered about was a bald eagle pouncing, with claws extended.

      He looked dangerous, poor, and way too attractive.

      I was having none of the above, no matter how my skin prickled at the sight of him. I was going to Northeastern University. Danger and poverty were not something I was interested in.

      At all.

      Rafe was chewing a stem of long grass, and he used it to point to the rugged dark green mountain rising directly ahead. “I want to climb that.”

      “Good,” I said. “Because that’s where we’re going.”

      He opened the door for me, unexpectedly gentlemanly. I got into the truck and he slammed the door. Rust sprinkled down from under the dash onto my feet.

      Rafe got in and turned the key, glancing at me with that wicked smile. Maybe it was the blue of his eyes in his tanned face, the white of his teeth, the fact that he knew good and well he was having an effect on me. Whatever it was, that smile scared me. I pulled my floppy hat down over my hair. The truck rattled and groaned reluctantly into life.

      Dangerous and poor, I told myself forcefully.

      “Look at you, pasted up against the door. I bite a little, but only when I’m invited.”

      I stared out the windshield, clutching my small canvas knapsack filled with a water bottle and a couple of mangoes. I pointed. “It’s that way.”

      I directed us down a narrow road that turned to dirt. We bucked through ruts and potholes. “We’ve officially left the tourist zone,” he said.

      The truck hit an especially deep pothole and it threw me against him. His skin felt hot. I scooted away, fumbling in the crack of the bench seat for the seat belt.

      “No belts,” Rafe said. “You’re gonna have to take your chances with me.”

      The dirt road dead-ended at a cow pasture. On the other side of the pasture, the long arms of ridges ran down from the steep mountain.

      “The trailhead’s on the other side of the pasture,” I said.

      “I never would have found this without you,” he said as we swished through bunchy grass.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “So why are you so eager to leave?” He made an arm gesture encompassing the jewel-colored mountains, the deep blue sky with its feather-bright clouds, the velvety field trimmed in ornamental orchid trees.

      “It’s boring here.”

      He laughed. “You just haven’t lived anywhere else.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “California. Talk about a place with a lot going on. But I used to think it was boring, too.” He told a few stories about a family home in a place called Red Rock, where Saturday-night excitement consisted of driving back and forth in cars packed with friends on Main Street and lighting bottle rockets at a drive-in movie theater.

      “We don’t have a Main Street, or even a movie theater of any kind except in Charlotte Amalie,” I complained, jumping over a cow patty. “I’ve had it with this place.”

      “What about water sports?”

      “I can do all of them.” I waved a disparaging hand. “Surfing. Diving. Fishing.  I’ve even been learning windsurfing, that new thing with the sail attached to a board. They’re all fine. Probably the best thing about living here. But I want things that have to do with the mind.”

      “What about the body?” He turned those deep blue eyes on me. “You seem fit. For a girl.”

      I snorted. “Maybe I’ll join some sort of sports team when I get there. There are no teams here, so I figure if I have a base of fitness, I can learn to play any sport.”

      “Any sport, huh?” We were approaching a giant fallen log at the edge of the pasture. He pointed. “Let’s see you get over that.”

      “No problem.” I reached up and grabbed a branch near the top. I hauled myself up to stand on top of the log, then jumped the six feet to the other side. I ran when I hit the ground, full speed, across the rest of the pasture and into the jungle on the other side. I’d show him how “fit for a girl” I was! I dodged and wove through trailing vines and towering trees, finally flattening myself against a mango tree draped so heavily in vines I was able to slip in under them as easily as hiding behind a curtain.

      I heard him running, crashing through the brittle branches on the ground.

      “Ruby!” he yelled at last. When I was born with red hair, my dad, in a poetic fit, named me Ruby Day Michaels. It was hard to live down.

      “Boo,” I said from behind him.

      He whirled, and for a moment I was frightened by the intensity of his expression.  He took two steps and loomed over me, and as suddenly as if we’d had a mind meld, I knew he was annoyed and aroused and amused with me all at once.

      I could even see how I looked to him: my green eyes the color of the jungle leaves, the red hair I was named for bright as flame in the gloom, my skin flushed and lightly tanned as a perfectly done marshmallow. My body was an hourglass with amazing legs and a tight, round ass. His hands itched to heft me up against him. He wanted to explore every inch of my flushed skin in the dusky light of the jungle.

      It felt terrifying and wonderful to so completely know what he was thinking and feeling. I wondered if he could read my mind, too, and my face heated up even more.

      “You’re a brat,” was all he said. “This the trail?” He pointed into the greenish murk. Mosquitoes swirled around us.

      “Yes. It’s lighter up ahead on the ridge.” I slapped at my arms.

      “Okay. Let’s get out of these mosquitoes.” And he broke into a jog, leading the way.

      I kept up with him for a mile or so, but by then the trail was switch backing heavily uphill, and though we’d left the mosquitoes behind, now we were in the sun, which ratcheted up the humidity and made my redhead’s skin even pinker than usual. But I wasn’t going to ask for a rest.

      Instead I reached around into my knapsack and grabbed my water bottle, drinking some and pouring a little into my hand, splashing it onto my face and chest. He must have heard me because he stopped abruptly in the shade. “Let’s take a break.”

      “You read my mind,” I panted, rubbing the water into my neckline. I could feel it trickling between my breasts, wetting my shirt. I held his eyes, daring and naughty, and poured another handful, splashing it on my face, hair, and chest.

      “Oh damn,” he muttered, and turned away, pretending to focus on the view. The front of his shorts bulged.

      The sight did something to me it had never done before.

      I knew about erections. Until now, knowing that I could affect boys had been an uncomfortable mixture of embarrassing and disgusting. To be honest, I thought less of men for reacting to my body, to women, that way. It seemed to reduce people to animals.

      But today, seeing how I affected Rafe brought an answering rush of blood, loosening my knees. I was beyond nervous, and yet I had an urge to keep provoking him. I took a long drink of water, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand, and lowered the bottle to see Rafe staring at my shirt. He turned away with a wrench of movement.

      This whole thing was a bad idea.

      I had a dream, and it was to get off this miserable little piece of paradise and go somewhere that was all about the intellect. I wasn’t giving in to my hormones without a fight.

      I had to keep moving. That was the answer.

      I screwed the top on the bottle, stowed it in my knapsack, and passed him to hit the trail at a run, leading the way.

      Of course, that meant Rafe was looking at my ass the whole time, and I could feel him doing it.

      We were both exhausted and dripping, conversation impossible, when we crested the highest point of the ridges above the town. I sat in the lee of a boulder, panting, and looped my arms around my knees as I took in the huge vista. After a moment of hesitation, Rafe sat beside me, leaving a good two feet between us.

      Magen’s Bay swooped before us, cobalt toward the horizon and turquoise inside, the white beach so bright it hurt my eyes. The fringe of palm trees around the bay looked like lace from this distance. Belatedly, I remembered my sunglasses in the knapsack, took them out and put them on.

      We both sipped water. Mine was gone first. He’d been right. I should have brought extra water.

      “So. Why did you pick Northeastern University?” He still said the name like it was something bad.

      I shrugged. “It’s where I got a scholarship. And it’s the farthest I can get from here.”

      “I think you might get a little homesick,” he said softly, “when it’s blowing sleet and snow off the Charles River, the sky’s a flat gray ceiling, and there is nothing but buildings all around.”

      “You sound like you know what it’s like.”

      “I’ve been there. Went to college in Boston. It was enough to make me take to the ocean full-time.”

      I didn’t want to hear that.

      There was no water left, so I took out a mango and my trusty Swiss Army knife and used it to cut lines around the fruit, stripping off the skin in a few economical gestures. I handed the peeled mango to him, and saw he’d taken out a Buck knife with a carved horn handle.

      “Mine is bigger than yours.” He grinned, taking the sweet, slippery fruit.

      I smiled back. “I won’t hold it against you.”

      I stripped the skin off my mango and we ate companionably side by side. He cut slices off and ate them off his knife. I did the same, sneaking a glance at his large, capable hands holding the mango, the flash of the blade, the shine of his teeth as the fruit disappeared between his lips.

      He’d taste like mango if I kissed him.

      I pictured licking the fragrant juice off his sculptured mouth. Fortunately, he was gazing out at the beauty of the view below and the crystal turquoise of the bay and didn’t see me staring. He had a mouth that looked perfect on his face, but might look too hard on someone else—the top lip a full, arched line, the lower one wide and mobile. His jaw was a stubble-roughened angle, his brows made secret caves over the blue of his eyes. That long blond-and-chocolate hair waved back from his brow, damp with the sweat of the hike.

      He glanced at me, and I looked away. I took another bite, but butterflies were fluttering around in my belly so wildly my appetite was gone. I offered him the rest of my mango, holding it out mutely.

      Instead of taking it, he leaned over and sucked the juicy tips of my fingers, his eyes sparkling blue mischief as he drew them into his mouth.

      I gasped at the feel of his tongue on the sensitive pads of my fingers. The sucking sensation, his mouth so hot and slick, seemed to go straight to my breasts. I could feel my nipples tighten, hard as acorns. My whole body seemed to light up, and I felt a rush of heat between my legs.

      It was totally unfamiliar, yet as if my body had been designed for this, knew what to do, and had been waiting for a switch to turn it on.

      That switch had just been thrown.

      I couldn’t seem to move. Rafe’s tongue flicked my fingers, traveling between them, his mouth taking them all the way in, sliding back out, his tongue flicking the sensitive nerve endings at the tips again and again.

      In, out, in and out.

      His blazing blue eyes held my hypnotized green ones.

      I couldn’t breathe or look away as he made love to my hand with his mouth. I leaned inexorably in his direction. Finally, he encountered the mango on my palm and took it, sitting back with it between his teeth and taking a bite. “Thanks.”

      I realized my hand was still extended, as if in supplication.

      Take me, that open, trembling hand seemed to beg.

      So did the rest of me, yearning toward the source of these electric feelings.

      I shot to my feet, flushed with humiliation and arousal, confused and terrified. I grabbed my knapsack and ran back down the trail.

      I ran all the way to the truck and then stood there, dripping sweat and mortification. I looked back across the pasture. No sign of Rafe.

      Well, hell if I was going to stand there and wait for that arrogant ass to meander down when he was good and ready.

      Besides, I had nothing to say to him and he was as dangerous to me as kryptonite. Good thing I was in shape and it was no more than a few miles back to town. I set off at a jog down the sandy-dirt road. I could have used some water, but there was no help for it.

      Rafe eventually caught up with me close to the park, slowing the truck down beside me as I ran.

      “Hop in and I’ll drop you off at home,” he said through the open window, chugging along beside me.

      I wouldn’t look at him, still running, holding the straps of my knapsack. I didn’t answer.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, and gunned it. The truck kicked up some bad-smelling exhaust and a little gravel in my direction. He drove on and turned left, going out of town.

      “Son of a beehive!” I screamed after him, all the profanity allowed in my world.

      I took a moment to wonder where he lived, what his place was like, if he wanted to try to see me again…and then I ran hard to punish myself for my weakness.

      “That man is bad news.” I muttered out loud, panting. “I just have to get on the plane and get out of here. That’s all I have to do.”
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      I managed to avoid Rafe for the rest of the two weeks until my departure. He made no gesture toward me, either, ignoring me at church and turning his back when we ran into each other at my parents’ office.

      This just made me want him more. I tossed and turned at night, waking myself up with sensual dreams, all starring Rafe doing things to me I’d only read about in the coverless paperbacks I picked up at garage sales. I was so distracted and irritable Mom was worried about me. “I hope you’re not coming down with something. We’ve got the bonfire party tonight and tomorrow you’re flying out.”

      “Like I could forget. I’ll be fine.”

      I felt like I was living a double life. On the outside was the smart, good, virtuous daughter of missionaries who’d hardly been kissed, on her way to Northeastern University. On the inside was a tormented soul whose body had been switched on by the wrong man at the wrong time and now couldn’t be turned off.

      How I wish it could.

      The bonfire going-away party was wonderful. My friend Jenny, who was staying in Saint Thomas and going to community college, cried the most, hanging on to me and garlanding me with flowers. We sang songs around the fire to the strumming of guitars and beating of drums, and a wonderful potluck dinner filled my tummy with delicious island food.

      Rafe didn’t attend, though my parents had invited him. I’d noticed he wasn’t there from the moment the party began, and was annoyed that I noticed, annoyed with myself, that it mattered. All of those feelings added up to annoyed with him.

      Dancing around the fire with my friend Jenny, I realized I was going to miss this place, but that other world was so different I didn’t know what to expect. Due to finances, I’d never been to Boston, and again due to finances, tomorrow I was boarding the plane alone.

      The next morning was emotional. Getting ready to leave for the airport at Charlotte Amalie, I stood in the driveway for a last round of hugs from Jenny and my family. Both my parents were crying, and my sisters, Pearl and Jade, clung until I felt bruised.

      I heard the distinctive rattling of Rafe’s truck and looked up. He pulled up, parked, and got out of the truck as if his appearance were expected. He’d dressed carefully, I saw, in a patterned dark red shirt over black slacks. His long hair was still wet from a shower and combed neatly back.

      “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Michaels. Do you mind if I have a word with Ruby?”

      My dad, open-mouthed, shook his head. My mom just stared, and I understood why: Rafe McCallum was indeed splendid to look at, with or without a shirt. Jenny wiggled her brows at me as Rafe took my arm firmly and towed me across the lawn to stand beneath a spreading Poinciana tree.

      The pattern of the tree’s leaf shadow fell around us and we were far enough away for privacy, but I was aware of watching eyes.

      “What do you want?” I snapped, tugging my arm away, because my body was humming at being so close to him. I could almost smell the pheromones spilling into the air around us, an intoxicating scent of what could never be, hovering just beneath conscious awareness but powerful nonetheless.

      “Just wanted to tell you—I enjoyed meeting you. And I’d like to keep in touch. Here’s my address.” He took my hand, set a little clamshell inside it, folded my fingers over it.

      “You have an address? And it’s inside a shell,” I said.

      He chuckled. I thought I could look up at the shadow of him towering over me forever.

      He was still holding my hand, and then he pulled me close in a hug, socially acceptable in the circumstances. With his arms around me, my length pressed to his, he whispered in my ear, “You’ve gotten under my skin. I’m going to miss you way more than I should.”

      “It’s the same for me,” I whispered back, and he held me away from him as if using all his strength to do so.

      “I wanted to see you every day since our hike, but I didn’t want to be a distraction to you,” he said. “And now you’re leaving. I found I had to say goodbye.”

      “I wish you had come to the bonfire last night. I was looking for you.” The words we said felt stilted but desperate.

      “Time to go!” Dad bellowed.

      Rafe took my hand and we walked back. I could feel my cheeks burning, conscious of my family and best friend watching. At the car he let go of my hand finally and said, loud and clear as a statement of intent, “I’ll see you again, Ruby.”

      And he hugged me one more time.

      I stared after him as he got into that funky old truck. The clamshell with his address in it was clutched in my hand, and I pressed that hand against my throat.

      “Wow,” Jenny said, appearing beside me and whispering into my ear. “I see why everybody’s talking about him.”

      I flapped my free hand. “Just another surfer.”

      “Seems a little more substantial than that,” Jenny argued. She traced a man shape, her white teeth gleaming. “I wouldn’t mind finding out how substantial. Sure you want to leave that bone behind for me to chew on?”

      I forced a laugh. “All yours. I’m off to the big city.”

      Dad and I got into the car after another round of hugs and turned onto the road for Charlotte Amalie and the airport.

      “How well do you know Rafe?” Dad asked.

      “Not well.”

      “You seem to have made an impression on him.”

      I thought of Rafe’s mouth on my juicy fingers. Whatever impression had been made was mutual.

      More hugs and prayers with Dad at the airport, his blue eyes emotional, and I got on the small prop plane and took off. The suitcase with all my worldly possessions in it was somewhere in the cargo area and the closed clamshell Rafe had given me was tucked into my pocket. I hadn’t wanted to look at it until I was safely in the air.

      I felt battered and torn and yet so excited I was guilty as the little plane climbed into the sky. Saint Thomas, cartoonishly beautiful, waved goodbye with its palm trees and blue water, dear family and forbidden lovers.

      I took the shell from Rafe out of my pocket and opened the small white clam, two sides that made a heart shape when open. Inside was a tiny folded paper.

      His writing was elegant, flowing, and the black cursive looked like it had been done with a fountain pen. I think of you often. Let’s stay in touch. His address, care of general delivery at the general store in our village, made me smile.

      “I think of you often, too,” I whispered. And I dug my journal out of my backpack and started my first letter to Rafe, describing everything I saw from the air and my excitement about where I was going. In writing, I felt like I could talk to him, not like my tongue-tied stupidity and terrible blushes in person.
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      It took twenty long hours to make it to Boston. I arrived at night, when the city was a lacy shawl of colored lights around the harbor. The sidewalk outside the airport was warm in the early-fall night and smelled of gas fumes and the city, a whole new bouquet to get used to.

      I hauled my suitcase with the broken wheel out onto the sidewalk and took my first cab ride ever, giving the address of my sight-unseen dorm to a driver with a turban on his head.

      I had expected my dorm to be fancier than it was, Northeastern University being the upscale place I had pored over pictures to see, but by the time I located the right brick building in the dark (still towing the broken-wheeled suitcase), the simple room in the gracious old building looked like heaven.

      I fell face down on the bare mattress and slept fully clothed.
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      Life at Northeastern University was colorful. Absorbing. Stimulating. Everything I’d hoped for. I was taking a general-ed slate of huge lecture classes and planning an eventual prelaw major. In French class I had a leg up because of our proximity to the French-dominated nearby islands and I was semi-fluent already.

      On my second day I decided to adopt an imaginary persona as part of my Northeastern University experience. I’d be Juliette, exchange student from the French Antilles, and would speak with an accent. The red hair would throw everyone off and make me more intriguing, I hoped. It was a fun way to cast off my past and become someone new and sophisticated.

      I shopped with my roommate, Shellie, a preppy girl from New York, at Boston’s thrift stores to totally redo my look. I bought berets and scarves and old jeans with peace signs on the butt and a pair of boots with high heels. I liked the look of my red hair streaming out from under a scarlet or purple beret over the old navy pea coat I wore everywhere as the cold deepened outside and the leaves changed color.

      I didn’t have money because, even though I was on a scholarship, none of my living expenses were covered but the dorm room itself and a basic food plan. I got a job in the dining hall, serving students who didn’t have to have jobs. I spoke to them only in French in
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