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      I almost didn’t go to school that day.  My sleep had been filled with restless dreams I couldn’t remember—except for being scared and running away from someone or something.  I convinced myself that the bad feeling I had was just a remnant from those nightmares and didn’t mean anything.

      Also, it was Friday, and I was going on a date.  I couldn’t call off sick from school and then expect my parents to let me go out that evening.  So, I put on a pretty, light pink top and a pair of jean shorts.  We were only two weeks into school, and the weather made it feel like it was still summer.

      The sun had given me tan skin and my first boyfriend.  Matt had been a lifeguard at the pool where I’d spent the majority of my summer vacation, and he’d asked me out in July.  Since he was popular, I hadn’t expected him to still be with me once school started.  That was why I hadn’t gotten attached to him, why I hadn’t gone all in on our relationship.

      Liar, a voice in my mind whispered.  You know why your heart’s not in it.

      I ignored my subconscious as I walked out of my house and got into Matt’s car.  He’d been driving me to school and driving me home, which was so much better than taking the bus.  That wasn’t why I liked him though.  Matt was genuinely a nice guy, despite his looks, popularity, and athletic ability.  He’d been on our school’s baseball team since Freshman year, and he was apparently really good.  So much so that he was likely to get a college scholarship for it before we graduated.  I’d never been to one of his games, but I was planning to go this year once baseball season started in the spring.  That was still many months away, since it was only the beginning of September.

      Matt smiled at me, and it was a bright, sunny smile.  He had blond hair and blue eyes, and I guessed that I’d always associate him with summer.  Not only because our relationship had started during the summer, but because of his happy disposition.  He had a golden glow and exuded warmth and happiness.

      It should have outshone the dark, brooding magnetism of my secret crush, but it didn’t.  Why was I so drawn to a guy who was so unapproachable?  Yet he radiated this intense, powerful energy that caught my attention anytime he was near.

      My eyes had been riveted to him the first time I saw him on my first day of high school.  The rest of the people in the hallway had faded into the background as I stood staring at him.  His hair was black as midnight, and his eyes were almost as dark.  I was struck by a feeling of recognition, although I knew that I had never seen him before.  I would have remembered his striking dark beauty and powerful presence.  I felt it even then, when we were fresh-faced, excited teens on our first day of high school.  Well, I was excited.  He was aloof and coolly confident, like a person who was much older than the rest of us, although he didn’t look it.  I later found out that he was the same age as me, and strangely enough was also born on the exact same day.

      While I stood watching him with arrested attention during our first encounter, his dark eyes had skimmed over me as he moved toward me in his motorized wheelchair.  His gaze had traveled back up to my face and held mine, and I hadn’t been able to look away.  Time seemed to stop while my heart raced at an alarming speed.  I’d stared at him as he closed the distance between us.

      His neutral expression never changed as he came to a stop in front of me.  After holding my gaze for a moment, he finally said, “You’re blocking my locker.”

      I noted how deep and masculine his voice was, and then I realized that he was waiting for me to move.  “Sorry,” I said as I stepped aside.

      He hadn’t acknowledged my apology or spared me another glance, and the sting of rejection had quickened my steps away from him.

      That had been three years ago, and my crush on him hadn’t abated despite that being our only interaction.  A sane person would have given up hope by then, but what kept me hooked was that he didn’t completely ignore me.  Sometimes I would catch him looking at me with a thrilling intensity that made me think that he was interested in me.  Yet he had never smiled back at me when I had smiled at him to let him know I liked him.  He’d only stared at me for another moment before looking away.

      I’d thought that maybe he was shy, although there was nothing timid about him.  Still, wishful thinking had convinced me that I needed to try approaching him.  After all, it had been a couple of years since our first encounter.  So, I’d worked up the courage and started toward him the next time he directed that intense stare at me.  It had been just as I’d exited the lunch line with my tray of food, and he’d caught my eye across the cafeteria.  I’d halted and taken a fortifying breath before striding toward him like I was on a mission.

      He'd watched me, his gaze like a dare.  He’d waited until I’d walked past my usual table, until I’d crossed the cafeteria, until it was clear to anyone that I was headed directly to where he sat alone by choice.  When I was only steps away from his table, his expression shifted to cold and unapproachable.  I’d halted, losing my nerve as he regarded me with all the warmth of a polar ice cap.  He’d then looked down at whatever book he was reading and hadn’t glanced back up.  Humiliation had swept over me, and I’d felt like a fool standing there while he ignored me.

      Since his table was at the edge of the cafeteria, I couldn’t walk past it and pretend that I was on my way to one beyond his.  If I hadn’t been holding my lunch tray, I could have just continued on to the exit and escaped into the hallway.  Instead, I was forced to turn around and head back past all the people who had seen me try to sit with him and get rejected.  They had definitely noticed, because I felt their eyes on me.

      Even worse, my friends had seen it too, since they’d spotted me walking past our table and had then watched to see where I was going.  My best friend, Abby, informed me of this as soon as I set down my tray.

      “Wow, Hazel, you’ve got guts!  When I saw you going by, I was wondering what the heck you were doing.  But when I saw where you were going, I couldn’t believe it.  I didn’t know you liked Devon.  Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t,” I lied.  “I was just trying to be friendly.  He sits by himself every day, and I thought maybe he could use a friend.”

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed about liking him,” our friend, Sarah, assured me.  “Lots of girls do.”

      “Yeah,” Emily agreed.

      Apparently, nobody was buying my denial.  I had to admit that my excuse for approaching him had been weak.  Devon Culver was only lacking friends because he’d withdrawn from them.  He’d been popular sophomore year when he’d emerged from his self-imposed exile from socializing.  He was invited to parties, sat at the popular table in the cafeteria, and had hooked up with several girls.

      I didn’t like to think about that.  Partly because it made me feel like an ass for assuming that he couldn’t have sex, and partly because I was jealous.  Not that I wanted to hook up with him.  That was something I hadn’t done with anyone yet, and I wanted to be in a relationship when it happened.  None of those girls were in a relationship with Devon.

      I had no idea why he didn’t have a girlfriend, and why he’d stopped socializing with the popular people.  I had heard that he used to go to private school before his accident.  He’d been only thirteen years old when he’d ended up in a wheelchair after surviving the car crash that killed his twin brother and his mom.

      I wondered what he was like before that.  Had he been more approachable?  Somehow, I couldn’t imagine him ever being warm and friendly.  Maybe his aloofness was bred into him, since he was born into one of the oldest and most distinguished families in Salem.

      We lived in Salem.  Yep, that Salem.  I wished that I was a witch, but I wasn’t.  Of course not, because that would have made me interesting, and I was completely unremarkable.  The total opposite of Devon, who could definitely be mistaken for a warlock.  Except for my name—Hazel Guthrie.  That sounded witchy.  Too bad I didn’t match my name.  I didn’t even have hazel eyes.  They were brown.  A warm, friendly brown.  Not intimidating at all.

      Not like Devon’s eyes.  They were brown too, but it was such a dark brown that they looked almost black.  They were beautiful, of course, just like the rest of him, but intimidating—just like the rest of him.  Maybe it was the cold look in them.  His eyes never looked warm and friendly.

      So why did I feel so drawn to him?  Why did I look forward to seeing him every day at school and being in his presence?  Why was it more exciting than being with my boyfriend?

      I was a terrible girlfriend who didn’t deserve him.  I shouldn’t be infatuated with another guy while I was dating him, but my crush on Devon predated my relationship with Matt.  That was how I justified it to myself.  It wasn’t like I developed the crush after Matt asked me out.  It already existed—and it was unrequited.  So, it was harmless.  It wasn’t like Devon was suddenly going to be interested in me when he hadn’t been for the past three years.  It wasn’t like this year was going to be any different.

      He apparently wasn’t interested in anyone anymore.  After that interlude of socializing during sophomore year, he’d suddenly shut everyone out again and returned to being a loner.  Now I was actually more popular than him, but only because I was dating Matt.  He was the complete opposite of Devon—blond, blue-eyed, athletic, and easygoing.  Everyone liked him, and I knew that I was lucky that he had chosen me.  I was hoping to finally begin dating that year after deciding that I wasn’t going to waste any more time pining after Devon.  This time, my wish was fulfilled.  Matt had been working as a lifeguard at the pool, and he’d asked me out about a month after summer break began.

      Suddenly, I was going on dates, experiencing my first kiss, and even going to Homecoming.  I had been having the senior year of my dreams.  So why did I still feel like something was missing?

      Why was I still so aware of Devon?

      “Earth to Hazel.”

      “Hmm?”  I looked at my best friend, Abby.

      “Sorry to interrupt your fantasies,” she said.

      I startled.  “What?”  Had I spoken his name aloud?

      “Speak of the devil, here he comes.”

      With the excitement I always had when I saw Devon, I turned in my seat to see Matt approaching our table.  Feeling guilty, I smiled at him.

      “Hey, Hazel.”  He leaned down to give me a quick peck on the lips.

      I was surprised to see him, because we didn’t have the same lunch.  “How are you here?”

      “We got out of class a little early for good behavior.  Substitute today.  Just wanted to stop and see you.”

      The bell rang just then, and I automatically stood up in response.

      He gave me a wry smile.  “I guess that’s all the time we have.  Too bad we don’t have lunch together.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, although I was secretly glad that we didn’t.  I was comfortable sitting with my friends, and I liked to steal glances at Devon.

      The guilt hit me again, and I picked up my tray.  “Okay, see you later.”

      “I’ll get that for you,” he said as he took my tray.

      “Thanks,” I told him and took a step back in preparation of taking my leave.  He was staying there, because he had lunch now.

      He smiled warmly at me.  “See you after school.”

      I returned his smile and turned to go.  Abby walked out of the cafeteria with me and gushed, “He’s such a great boyfriend.”

      “He is,” I agreed.  And I’m a terrible girlfriend.

      “Maybe you’ll get married one day,” she continued.

      That kind of talk made me uncomfortable.  “We’ve only been dating for three months.  Let’s not plan a wedding just yet.”

      “At least not before prom,” she joked.

      We had to part ways then, because our classes were on opposite sides of the building.  I turned to walk down the hall and bumped into Devon, losing my balance and almost falling into his lap.  His hands shot out to steady me.

      “Sorry,” I said, mortified at my clumsiness.

      He stared at me without saying anything, increasing my embarrassment.  My face flamed as I hastily righted myself, and he let go of my arms while keeping his unnerving stare on me.  After a prolonged beat, he glided around me and continued on his way like nothing had happened.

      That wasn’t as easy for me to do, partly because I was embarrassed, but also because he touched me.  I remembered the feel of his hands on my arms, and my stomach fluttered.  He also smelled really good.  It must have been some expensive cologne that he wore.  He definitely didn’t drench himself in it, because the tantalizing scent was only noticeable due to my nearness to him.  It was like it was drawing me closer, tempting me to sniff him more fully.  Luckily, I had resisted and saved myself from further embarrassment.

      What happened in my last class of the day made the hallway incident pale by comparison.  Devon was in two of my classes, which I had considered a gift from the gods.  I got to see him in my first class and my last, so I started and ended my day with him.  On that day he stopped and dropped a folded piece of paper on my desk before heading to his own without saying a word.

      My heart pounded as I stared at it, hardly daring to believe it was a note from him.  Finally, I picked it up and opened it with unsteady hands.

      Hazel,

      I will drive you home today.

      I read those few words over and over again, not believing what I was seeing.  When the teacher began speaking, I quickly slipped the note between the pages of my textbook.  Stealthily, I texted Matt while the teacher wasn’t looking.  He had been my usual ride home since we started dating.  All I told him in my message was that I couldn’t ride home with him and would explain later.  I had no idea what I was going to say to him, but I wasn’t turning down an invitation from Devon.

      It turned out to be the most awkward experience of my life.  He didn’t say a word to me after asking me for my address.  I had been planning to give him directions, but he typed it into his GPS.  The automated voice telling him where to turn was the only sound in the vehicle.  I was not usually a shy person, but Devon had an unapproachable vibe.  What could I say to him?  Why did you decide to give me a ride home today after pretty much ignoring me all these years?  I had the silly urge to give him a note like kids did in elementary school.  Do you like me?  Check yes or no.

      His neutral expression certainly gave me no clue as he kept his eyes on the road.  I was still trying to work up the courage to start a conversation with him when we arrived at my house.  Throwing caution to the wind, I asked, “Would you like to come in?”  If that didn’t make it obvious that I liked him, nothing would.

      He looked at me then, and my pulse jumped as he reached out to touch my arm.  His hand remained there as he closed his eyes for a moment.  When he opened them, he pulled his hand back and said, “No, thank you.”

      My face heated, because his rejection of me was obvious.  “Well, thanks for the ride,” I managed before hastily getting out of his truck.  I wasn’t so graceful, because I had to hop down off the foot rail.

      No sooner did I close the passenger door and step back, and he was pulling out of my driveway.  I stood there watching him take off down the street and drive off out of sight.  Why, I wondered.  Why did he offer to drive me home today?

      It was as much of an enigma to me as he
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