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Chapter 1
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Hello

Heat radiated off the asphalt as I shook out my dark auburn hair with the western breeze. It was going to be another sweltering day in the desert. In most places by August, you were preparing for winter—here you were just praying for the summer to end.

Gathering my books, I prepared to start my first new day of the school year, I contemplated how I could force myself through another school year. I smiled at the other students as I passed by them, my thoughts taking me back to the past summer I’d spent on the Oregon Coast. Just the thought of Oregon put a smile on my face. I’d spent the entire summer with my Aunt Tiffany and Uncle Brian, helping out at their Bed and Breakfast.

They were two of my favorite people on the planet.

––––––––
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I missed them already. “Uncle” Brian liked to constantly tease me and “Aunt” Tiffany was more like my best friend than my aunt. 

My Mom always joked that she and Aunt Tiffany had been separated at birth. I’d tried to convince my parents to let me stay for the school year, but my Mom was against it.

She was already feeling the effects of her empty nest.

Feeling the sweat drip down my back, I couldn’t help but wish for the ocean breeze misting on my face. I hated being hot. I felt my face scrunching up in a grimace. The same way it always did when I didn’t agree with whatever stood before me. The sweat was soaking through my clothes; I couldn’t believe it was only eight in the morning. I used to joke that living in Red Rocks was like living on the face of the sun. I was sure that it wasn’t natural for it to be this warm this early in the morning.

Oh well, it was just another reminder I was home. I was interrupted from my reverie by my best friend, Ashley. Her smile was twice the size of mine and there wasn’t a part of it that was forced.

“Emma, I thought you were never going to make it!”

She squealed with a little too much enthusiasm. I was tempted to roll my eyes but I knew better. Ashley had befriended me on our very first morning in preschool. I still remember her walking over to me and handing me her favorite doll. From that moment on, we’d been connected at the hip, as my Dad would say. I was almost always with her when I wasn’t at home tucked safely in my room.  If we weren’t, then she was on the other side of the phone line. 

––––––––
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My Mom liked to joke that we should just have her move in with us so she could regain the use of her phone.

Ashley giggled, running to me. I braced myself, trying to bring my mind back to the present moment.

“I was thinking about how far I could run before anyone would miss me,” I said, more to myself than anyone else. Ashley laughed, pulling me from the parking lot.

“Oh, you’d be lost without me.”

She loved to tease me. It was one of the lines I could count on coming out of her mouth when there was something she wanted and I wanted to run in the opposite direction.

If she only knew how true it was.

I liked to keep that part to myself. My gaze hit the ground as we walked up the stairs leading into the building. With each step forward, I realized I was getting further and further away from my escape. 

Walking to class, I scanned the kids passing me. The same faces I’d studied for the past eleven years were easy to recognize. Growing up in a small town, I’d come to know most of the kids from kindergarten on. I was never comfortable with everyone knowing every detail of my life.

After all, there were no secrets in Red Rocks.

As I walked into homeroom, I saw there was a group of kids gathered in a corner talking excitedly to each other. I was left wondering if they were just excited for the first day of school or if something bigger was happening. Nobody noticed Ashley or me entering the room. We sat at two desks next to each other in the back of the class.

This was strange.
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Ashley was one of the most popular girls in school. Whatever they were talking about must be big news to have all the boys ignoring her.

Ryan Marks was one of the most popular boys in school. He was over six feet tall and muscular—he was the superstar quarterback on our football team. He brushed his dark molasses hair from his iced blue eyes. His skin was still perfectly bronzed by the summer sun. His Letterman jacket hung on the back of his chair. He wore a dark navy t-shirt that clung to his muscular frame and perfectly faded jeans.

He was the center of attention at the moment. Ryan loved every minute of it; he had a crowd of students’ total attention.

“Yeah, I heard they’re going to be here at the end of the week.”

This was big news that had everyone so excited. Ryan looked so proud that he was the one to share the news. I was wondering if his t-shirt could hold his ego in. Not wanting to interrupt their conversation, I turned to Ashley— she should know what was going on.

She always did.

Before I could get the whole question out, she was all too eager to share.

“Mayor Wright’s nephew and niece are coming to stay for the school year.”

Wow. New move-ins.

No wonder everyone was excited.
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Red Rocks High School had only two hundred students, most of whom you’d known all your life. Knowing that any new student was arriving brought great anticipation and excitement from everyone. The news that there were two new arrivals had everyone wound up.

The girls were already dreaming about what the nephew would be like and the boys were already planning on showing off for the niece.

Mr. Cox rapped his ruler on his desk.

“All right. All right. Everyone, get in your seats.”

All of my thoughts of the new students went out the window with the morning announcements.

The first day dragged on. Every conversation I could see or hear was about the new move-ins. I was grateful everyone seemed so distracted. I rushed out at the sound of the last bell. I couldn’t wait to get away from here.

Jumping into my car at the end of the day brought a momentary relief for me. I’d been feeling unsettled for the past couple of months. Not even the beauty of the Oregon Coast and my favorite Aunt and Uncle had been able to shake it out of me. As I drove through our small town, I wondered when I’d be able to feel at peace again. I loved looking at all the houses as I drove through Red Rocks. They had a Spanish feel with stucco fronts and tile roofs. They were backlit by the beauty of the vibrant red mountains in the background.

My house was also Spanish in appearance. It was a two-story off-white stucco with dark red roof tiles. The antiqued brick walkway led to two beautiful wooden double doors.
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My mom always had fresh flowers planted. They always seemed to be in bloom. She’d planted a large patch of sunflowers on the edge of the house when I was little. I guess that’s why they became my favorite. I loved all of the black rod iron detail that went with the house. My favorite part was my balcony. When I walked into my house it was quiet as usual. My dad worked out of town most weeks and my mom worked six days a week with her realtor business.

My brothers and sister were all older and out of the house. They had started their own lives and families.

I grabbed a cherry yogurt and one of my favorite books and plopped on the sofa. I was perfectly content to spend all my time in this exact spot. Anyway that I could escape, I jumped at the chance. Now, don’t get me wrong. My life wasn’t bad; there weren’t any tragedies or deep dark secrets. Sometimes I wished that there was something that could explain my confused feelings.

I stretched out and threw back my head, enjoying the coolness of the air conditioner. Still feeling my clothes clinging to my body from the heat of the afternoon, I jumped up and turned the temperature down several degrees. I loved to feel the cold air cover my entire body. I wanted to erase every drip of sweat. I would be happy to have it set close to freezing just so I could bundle up in the house. I knew I’d have to turn it up before my mom got home. She hated me turning it down so low.

The phone rang. I didn’t want to talk to anyone—I was just enjoying my time by myself. Three beeps later:
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“Hi, Honey, it’s Mom; there’s some leftover taco salad in the fridge. I’m going to be late, sorry; hope you had a great first day. I love you.”

I loved my mom, she was a loving, funny, and wonderful friend when I needed her. But she wasn’t home a lot. I was starting to feel a little lonely. I liked being alone most of the time but there was a part of me that craved more. My family always made me feel loved and wanted but part of me never felt like I belonged.

I was beginning to wonder if my restlessness was due to thoughts about my birth family.

I’d always known I was adopted; my family all had blonde hair and blue eyes. I on the other hand had auburn hair and hazel-green eyes. It wasn’t hard to guess by looking at us. But I’d known since I was old enough to understand. My parents had told me how some other mommy had carried me in her belly and when I was born they were the lucky ones to be able to take me home. My parents had told me all my life how special I was and how lucky they were that I was in their family.

I always felt like this was the family I was meant to be in and never had another thought about it—until now.

I decided to head into the office and turn on the computer. I wanted to check Facebook and see if my sister had posted any new pictures. 

As I waited for the computer to warm up I sat staring out the window when my mind suddenly decided on a new distraction.
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It was a beautiful day.

I ran up to my room, throwing on a green tank top and some black running shorts. I looked at myself in the mirror for a moment. I hadn’t realized just how long my hair had gotten. It now hung down my back, just skimming my waist. I grabbed a rubber band and pulled the strands up in a messy bun. I slipped on my tennis shoes and grabbed a notepad. Quickly scribbled a note to my mom letting her know I’d be home before dark and rushed to my car.

One of the things I loved most about living in the Utah desert was the amazing Red Rock Mountains surrounding me. I drove to my favorite hiking spot; it was near the Snow Canyon Sand dunes. I never had to worry about running into anyone and I could just sit there and think. It was the one time I was all right with being hot.

I could have never guessed just how much this hike would change everything for me.

Climbing out of the car, I inhaled deeply, smelling the purple desert flowers. They were always so fragrant this time of year and in full bloom. I wished I could remember their name. My dad used to quiz me on the name of the wildflowers on our daily hikes when I was little.

I ignored the marked path and started toward my path. The marked path would have been a lot easier but I also knew it held the chance of me running into someone else on the trail. My hikes were the one time I could be all alone and didn’t have to worry about the phone ringing or someone showing up and ruining my quiet.
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I loved to feel the rock in my hands and the heat that permeated it. The feel of the rocks reminded me of the game Hot Potato. It was a quick burn on your skin but it didn’t last long.

After hiking for about twenty-five minutes I arrived at my spot. By this point, I was covered in sweat. My tank top clung to my every curve and I knew what a mess I must look like. It was just another great reason to hike alone. The rocks gave way to a clearing and a large rock that had formed to look like it was carved in the shape of a throne.

This was my oasis!

Who knew how beautiful sagebrush and red rocks could be? Sitting on my throne was my special sanctuary. I’d discovered this place with my dad when I was just five years old and I’d been coming here ever since. The first time we found it on one of our many hikes my dad dubbed me the princess of the desert. The thought always brought a smile to my face. Except for my dad, I’d never seen another living soul here. 

I settled into my makeshift throne and prepared to daydream. With my eyes closed and legs crossed I was in the middle of a deep daydream when I realized someone was talking to me. Blinking, I opened my eyes and for a moment I thought I was dreaming.

It took me a moment for my eyes to focus. I was temporarily blinded by the sun burning off the heated rocks. My eyes saw one thing and my mind saw another. I wondered if he was a mirage.
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I wasn’t sure what I was seeing was real. In front of me stood the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. He was about six feet tall with golden brown hair and the most amazing blue eyes. His skin was a bronzed honey color.

He was wearing only running shorts and tennis shoes. His whole body glistened with sweat in the sunlight. I couldn’t believe that he was real. He was beautiful. I felt my lungs starting to swell. I’d forgotten to breathe. It took me a moment to realize that he had to have said something, a question. He was smiling at me like he was waiting for an answer. The only problem was that the words he’d said hadn’t made it to my brain yet. To be perfectly honest I wasn’t quite sure that my brain was working at this point.

“Hello” was all I could think to say. I felt myself blushing under his gaze. His gleaming white teeth got even bigger with his smile. As if I’d told the world’s worst joke.

“I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t startle you,” he quietly said. Startle? That was an understatement.

I’d never seen him before. I would have remembered someone so stunning. He looked more like a Greek God than the boys my age. He reminded me of Hercules. I was searching for the cloud he’d floated in on.

“I’m James.”

My heart was making unfamiliar rhythms. It felt like I was running a marathon yet I was frozen in one spot. He stood there waiting and I realized he must have wanted to know my name.

All I could do was muster “Emma” in a stuttered voice.
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“So do you live around here?” he asked—being polite, I was certain.

“Yes,” I managed to respond.

His face was flushed red by the heat yet he still looked perfect. Suddenly I was all too aware of my messy appearance. I quickly ran my hand through my tousled hair, wishing I could be swallowed up in the rocks below me. He must think I was stupid. I couldn’t even speak properly. My mind was running as fast as my legs wanted to. Why couldn’t I think of something cute or smart to say at this moment?

James must have tired of waiting for me to say anything intelligent.

“Well, I’m sorry I disturbed you.” He tipped his head toward me and off he ran.

I reached my hand out trying to stop him but the words couldn’t escape my mouth. As I sat there my head was left spinning. I’d never seen such piercing blue eyes. My whole body was tingling. I tried to catch my breath. What were the chances of ever seeing him again? It had taken me all these years to see another soul in this spot. But I knew I wanted to see him more than anything I’d wanted in a while.

Did that really just happen?

I decided the heat must be getting to me. So I climbed up, dusted myself off, and proceeded to my car. It was getting dark and I didn’t want to be stuck out in the rocky terrain in the dark. I knew my mom would freak out. She always was a worrier.

* * * *
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The next morning I showered for an extra fifteen minutes, replaying last night’s meeting. I was starting to think I made the whole thing up. When I arrived at school I forced myself out of my car. I wasn’t thrilled about going through the motions of another day. Looking around the parking lot, I saw a loud commotion going on. There was a large crowd of kids almost in a circle. They were obviously excited and those in the back were on their tiptoes trying to get a good look at whom or what was going on in the center of the crowd.

Not wanting to share in the chaos I made my way into homeroom.

I was all too glad to have a moment alone. Normally homeroom was full of kids talking and shouting across the room. Not today. Today I was all alone. It wouldn’t be long before the classroom was buzzing with kids jabbering about what had happened in the parking lot. Before I knew it the second bell had rung and kids started piling into class. I was surprised by a large group of students who made their way in together.

There, surrounded by too many kids to count, was the most gorgeous girl I’d ever laid eyes on. She walked with such grace and beauty, almost like she was floating in the air. She was dressed to perfection. She looked like she should be walking a runway instead of walking into my class. I had a feeling that every girl in school would be taking a huge hit on their self-esteem today.

Everyone was watching her as she made her way into class.
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Ryan was next to her, talking louder than the other boy. Thinking that this would make him the first in her mind, I was sure. I highly doubted that any of these normal high school boys could capture her attention for anything other than a good laugh.

She took a seat near the front and the boys fought over the seats next to her. I was sure there was going to be a wrestling match to the death, but in the end, one boy was faster than the others. Cody was lucky enough to be the one next to her. He had a look of triumph that most people wore when they’d just scored the winning touchdown at a state finals football game. I was waiting for him to do a victory dance. She looked like she couldn’t care less, about who was even in the room. I wasn’t sure how she pulled off looking bored but beautiful.

Mr. Cox called us all to attention and asked the new beauty to come to the front of the room.

“Class,” he started, “this is Eva Jackson; she is new to our town and school.”

This was obvious to us all. I knew she’d go unnoticed by no one.

“Eva, could you please tell the students a little about yourself?”

Eva made her way to the front of the classroom. She turned to face the class. She shifted her weight on her right foot, tossing her hair back over her shoulders. All of the boys were on the tip of their seats. Their expressions were entranced. I thought girls were the only ones who swooned.
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Her hair was to the middle of her back and the most beautiful color of honey. Her skin was flawless with a caramel-colored tan. She had beautiful blue eyes that reminded me of the morning sky. She was wearing a red skirt and an off-white ruffled tank top made out of silk. I didn’t have to look at the tags to know that they were designer labels. She had on a pair of off-white wedges, her toenails were painted the exact color of her skirt. Silver hoops framed her face and a thin silver chain hung around her neck to finish it off.

“Hello,” she started with a confidant and annoyed edge to her voice, “my brother and I just moved here. I’m seventeen and love to sing and dance. We just moved from Hawaii and can’t wait to learn more about your little town.” She put a lot of emphasis on the word little; I was sure we all seemed like country folk to her. With her beauty and grace, I had a feeling that she sang and danced like an angel. A smile danced at the tips of her lips while her gaze touched everyone in the room. Then she looked at me and her gaze stayed there for several moments. Her eyes narrowed just a little.

I felt like she was looking at me, judging me.

Why would that be?

I figured it must be my insecurities getting the best of me. After all who wouldn’t be insecure around Eva? Mr. Cox thanked Eva and then started in on the morning announcements. I was guessing that she was the Mayor’s niece, knowing that Red Rocks rarely had new move-ins. I would have heard if there were more families on their way in.

No wonder all the kids were so excited in the parking lot.

I could just imagine all the boys fawning after her. I knew

that there’d be more than one fistfight over her in the weeks to come. If her brother was anything like her I was sure he’d have a flock of girls following his every move. I could see friendships tried and broken. Some girls had no shame when it came to chasing after boys. At least I wasn’t one of them. After the bell rang it was a repeat of earlier, everyone scrambling after Eva, trying to steal a moment of her attention. I wasn’t sure who’d win—Ryan or Cody—but I wasn’t going to follow them and find out.

I waited for the rush to slow down and made my way to Math, my least favorite time of the day. If it was more than 4+4 then forget it. I was never very good with numbers, I preferred writing or reading. As I entered Mrs. Stratton’s class, I was dumbstruck!

There sat the most perfect boy. 

James!
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Chapter 2
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No mirage

I inhaled deeply, trying to keep my knees from knocking together. I tried to remember how to put one foot in front of the other. It wasn’t very easy to do. How could I forget how to walk and breathe all in one moment?

He looked even better today than he had last night. So he was real after all? I’d convinced myself he’d been a mirage. I was beginning to think the heat was playing tricks on my mind. Just like his sister, James looked like he stepped out of a fashion magazine. He was wearing a navy pullover top that just skimmed his chest and a pair of jeans I was sure cost as much as I paid for my car.

I looked down at my sundress, leggings, and worn-out Converse and thought about the loose braid in my hair.

––––––––
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For the second time in twenty-four hours, I wished the ground would swallow me up. Why did he have to be in my class? Couldn’t I have had some kind of warning? No. 

I could have never guessed that my beautiful boy from the desert was real and attending my school.

James was surrounded by five or six girls including Ashley.

They were all vying for his attention. 

He looked at ease with the throng of girl admirers. He smiled easily at all of them, no doubt giving them each just enough attention. I forced myself to my seat and hid behind my math book. I knew there was no way of competing with all the girls wanting his interest. I was incredibly plain and he was mind-blowing perfection.

Mrs. Stratton started class and called James to the front to introduce himself to our class. I was sure he’d already done this in homeroom but I also knew it would be something he’d have to do in every class today. By the end of the day, everyone at Red Rocks High would know who he was if they didn’t already.

He walked confidently to the front and waited a moment to begin.

“Hi, my name is James Jackson. I just moved to town with my twin sister Eva.” There were low whistles from the guys in class over the mention of Eva. Mrs. Stratton cleared her throat and gave the boys a stern look.

“Continue, James,” she said with a little too much excitement.

“Not really much to tell. We moved here to live with my uncle and I like to hike.” 

––––––––
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As he said this I could feel that his gaze was on me. I hid deeper into my math book and tried not to look up. “I’m excited to get to know all of you and Red Rocks better.” With that, he walked back to his seat. I could have sworn I heard all the girls swoon as he walked past them. Several times during class I peeked out of the corner of my eye to try and get a look at him.

I could see many of the other girls weren’t shy about staring at him throughout class.

Mrs. Stratton was business as usual. I was glad she didn’t call on me—on a normal day I had problems with numbers. Today I had problems remembering my name. When the bell rang it was like a stampede of girls trying to follow after James. He walked slowly out of the classroom, trying to make his way through the increasing number of girls. To see them fawning over him I was a little embarrassed for them. I mean I knew better than to go after him but none of the others even gave the other girls a second look.

After my next class ended, Ashley ran up to me. She was gushing about how cute, sweet, and amazing the new guy was. “James, James, James” was all I could hear for the first few moments. “Oh,  Emma!  I  think he likes me,”  she gushed. “He smiled at me and asked all about me.”

Ashley was so pretty and popular, the head cheerleader, and friends with everyone. She had curly caramel brown hair that always seemed perfectly in place and eyes so blue some days they looked purple. Not only was she beautiful she was the kindest soul on the planet. I never understood how she could be friends with me. 

––––––––
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There was nothing special about me. I could see how James would like her.

“That’s great, Ashley,” I responded with a lump in my throat.

Why wouldn’t he like her? The boys lined up just to get two words from her. I knew there’d be no competition if James wanted Ashley. She continued on about her plans for James. I nodded in all the right spots and agreed when questioned.

After all, that’s what friends do.

I never told her about our run-in at my favorite spot or the way he made my heart and knees quake. Even though she was my best friend it was my special place, just for me. It was the one thing I kept only for me. Walking to my car at the end of the day, I passed many kids and they were all talking about the new arrivals.

You would have thought that royalty had landed in Red Rocks.

It was funny how all the girls were conspiring on how to make Eva their best friend so they could get close to James. All the boys were trying to figure out how to capture Eva’s attention. I knew it wouldn’t be long before she had a group of them running around doing her bidding. It wouldn’t take much, just a bat of her eyes and they would be her slaves. I’d passed James after lunch in the hall and when it looked like he was going to say something I ran the other way. Passing car after car I then noticed him and his sister climbing into theirs.

I was amazed at the splendor of it.
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I never paid much attention to cars but I could tell this one was nice. It was bright red and shiny just like James and Eva. I could hear Cody talking to Mark about it.

“Yeah, it’s an Audi TT Roadster. They are supposed to be superfast and even more expensive.”

Mark let out a low whistle; I never understood guys’ thrill or love of cars. I looked down at my old Camry and thought we both fit our cars well.

James and Eva were both shiny and beautiful. I was plain and unexciting. Wishing I could be more like Eva or Ashley so that I could have a chance to gain his attention, I climbed in and headed home.

Arriving home was the same story, a note on the table about dinner from Mom and silence everywhere I looked. I was relieved—I didn’t want to talk about school and all that had happened today.

I decided that I needed to get some energy out so I dressed in shorts and a tank top and headed to my spot.

It was such a hot day today. It had reached a hundred and fifteen degrees and I could see the heat rising off the rocks. I was starting to wonder if it was ever going to cool down this year. Maybe there was something to this global warming thing. By the time I reached my rock, I was drenched in sweat. My hands were burnt in places but it felt good. Even though I’d pulled my hair up there were pieces that had fallen out and were sticking to my neck.

I longed for the cool ocean air. But I needed to think and this was the best place for it. 
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My mind had been to a hundred different places today and I decided to concentrate on the one thing I could control.

I’d been trying to decide if I should search out my birth parents.

I knew my birth mother was seventeen when she’d given me up and my seventeenth birthday was approaching quickly. I couldn’t imagine having to make that huge of a decision. Lately, I’d been feeling like a part of me was missing, like I didn’t fit in. I didn’t even feel like I fit in my skin most days.

I didn’t know if it was just being sixteen or if it was something more. I’d been feeling like something was off with me for a while and I was beginning to wonder if finding them could be the answer. After all, wouldn’t knowing where I came from help me to understand who I was? As I sat there I looked down the mountain. I could never get over the beauty of Red Rocks. It looked like someone had hand-carved all the rocks. On a hot day like today, it looked like heated lava flowing down the mountainside.

Just then I heard my name being called. “Emma?”

I turned and there stood James.

It was like seeing him for the first time. My heart raced and my face flushed. I tried to remember how to speak.

“Hi,” I managed to whisper.

He probably was starting to think I could only speak in one-word sentences.
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He replied with a huge grin on his face, “We have to stop meeting like this.” Laughter followed. I was sure he was thinking he had a stalker on his hands. I couldn’t help but laugh too.

“Wow, you sure were in a hurry earlier today,” James teased me.

“I’m surprised you noticed with all your fans around.” I tried to say it in a joking manner but it just sounded sad.

James let out a deep breath. “It’s just because I’m the new flavor in town. By tomorrow they will be saying, ‘James who?’”

I laughed even harder at the idea that anyone would ever be able to forget him or his piercing blue eyes. “I highly doubt that, but if you want to live in the land of denial I won’t stop you,” I retorted.

He gave me a strange look like he didn’t understand my observation. Surely he had to know that all the attention following him wasn’t a one-time thing. I wouldn’t be surprised if his whole life hadn’t been filled with adoring girls.

“Well, either way, I’ll be glad when I can walk down the hall without being noticed.”

This surprised me!

He seemed so at ease with all of the attention. But I highly doubted James could go anywhere without being noticed. Maybe he was used to all the girls staring and throwing themselves at him.

James casually sat next to me. I didn’t think my heart could handle having him so close. I tried to control my body from shaking. He picked up a rock and threw it.

[image: image]

“So what brings you here?” he asked.

I was startled by his question and didn’t have time to think of anything but the truth.

“This is my favorite thinking place.”

He smiled at my answer—or was it the fact that my voice was shaking?

He looked like he was searching for more answers so I continued, saying, “I’ve been coming here almost every day since I was five and until yesterday the only other person I’ve ever seen here was my dad.”

Did I just say that? Why did I feel like I could say anything to this boy I’d just met? I mean I’d never even told my best friend about my secret spot.

“Oh,” James replied. A sheepish look crossed his face. He looked almost guilty—what would he have to feel guilty about?

“I hope you’re not upset I’m here.”

Ha! I thought, upset that this amazingly beautiful person was next to me. I don’t think so.

No,” I replied. “I don’t own the mountain.”

I said it with a smile crossing my lips. James chuckled at my remark.

“So?” My curiosity was building. “What brings you to Red Rocks?”

I knew I’d probably never get to talk to him one-on-one again, not with all of his fans following him around school, so I went for it.
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James was staring out into the horizon. “Well, my parents were killed in a car wreck four years ago. We’ve been living in Hawaii ever since with an Aunt, but...” He paused and I regretted that I’d asked and brought the look of pain to his face.

I couldn’t imagine losing my parents. I spoke up, trying to break the moment of pain I’d caused. I wanted to erase the look of pain that echoed in his eyes.

“I’m so sorry for your loss.”

I wasn’t sure how to comfort him and I instinctively reached out and touched his hand.

Wow!

It felt like my hand had been shocked, but not in a painful way. I felt a fire build from my fingertips and grow to my abdomen. I quickly pulled my hand back in embarrassment. I had to remember who he was and how these feelings I was starting to feel would never be returned. After all, how could someone like him want to be with someone like me? James turned his head and gave me a little smile.

I had to remind myself once again to breathe. This was becoming a pattern whenever I was around him. You’d think he should wear a sign warning those around him to breathe in and out.

“It’s okay—it just makes me sad, when I think about my parents. I wish they were still here.” James then turned and looked at me head-on. I was overheated and it wasn’t just from the hundred and fifteen degree day. “Well, our Aunt and her husband were transferred overseas for the Army. 
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Eva and I didn’t want to go, so we ended up in Red Rocks instead.”

James paused. “It’s hard having to start over in a new place and not know anyone.”

I nodded. I didn’t know what I’d do if I had to leave everything I knew and start over. I had enough problems living day to day in a life I’d lived for sixteen years.

James continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful that my Uncle took us in. It’s just that sometimes I simply wish my life could be the same as it used to be.”

He was quiet for a moment or two. I didn’t know if he wanted me to speak or if he was going to continue.

But then he produced a curious smile and asked, “So what heavy-duty thinking brought you here today?”

For one of the first times in my life, I answered without thinking. “I’m trying to decide if I should search for my birth parents.” Biting my tongue, I flushed red. I hadn’t even told my parents or best friend yet, so why could I tell him things I wasn’t ready to say out loud to anyone else? I was already kicking myself for my slip. I normally was so guarded with people.

“Wow! So you’re adopted?” James asked.

“Yes.” I needed to think through my words a little more carefully. “I just recently thought about starting to look for my birth family.”

James sat quietly for a moment, looking out at the horizon. “I think that’s a brave thing to do.”

This brightened my mood.
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“Thank you. It’s a scary prospect. I don’t know what’s worse—knowing or not knowing.”

James nodded his head in agreement. “Yes, what you don’t know can’t disappoint you.”

I felt like a weight had been lifted—and like he knew my inner thoughts and feelings in just one conversation. How was that? I also got the impression he wasn’t just talking about me anymore. There was a lot more to James than he was telling me. Of that I was sure.

“Exactly,” I whispered. It was nice to be able to talk to someone about it.

After watching the sun dip behind the tops of the mountains I stood up, brushing myself off. “Well, I better get going.” I paused and turned back to James. His eyes were blazing in the twilight. My heart caught in my throat. Was I really this lost over a boy I’d only met yesterday? I turned away from his stare to assemble my thoughts.

“My mom will get worried if I’m not back before dark,” I admitted.

James stood, reaching out with his right hand and spinning me around. He then looked down directly into my eyes and said, “I’m really glad you needed your thinking spot today.”

My heart started to race. I felt like James’ eyes were penetrating through my head, heart, and soul all at once. My breath quickened as I tried to respond.

“I um, um... I guess I’ll see you at school.”
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Once again I was left feeling like an idiot in front of this beautiful boy. As I turned to go James grabbed me again by my right arm.

“Wait, Emma.”

Turning back to face him, I tried to keep my cool. It wasn’t the easiest thing to do. After all, I was standing less than a foot away from him.

“Can I at least make sure you make it to your car?” I didn’t know how to respond.

“After all what kind of guy would I be if I let you go off in the wilderness by yourself?”

I thought about explaining how I could make it back to my car with a blindfold on but seeing the look on James’ face I knew better than to argue.

“Okay,” I relented while nodding my head in rhythm with my heart.

* * * *
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For the first time in months, I felt at peace and my feelings of being unsettled were gone. Walking into my house, my thoughts were focused on my time with James. Hearing music coming from the kitchen, along with the sizzling sounds of dinner, surprised me. Mom was home? It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet.

That rarely happened.

“Hi, Honey, I got home early and decided to actually cook,” Emily Harrison said.

I smiled at my mom and thought how I could never have a better mother. 

Emily had shoulder-length blonde hair and

Periwinkle blue eyes. She stood a couple of inches shorter than I did and always looked like she was ready for her close-up. Her hair was never out of place and she always wore the newest fashion. It was her weakness. It was something I definitely hadn’t inherited from her.

Always having a smile on her face, she welcomed me home. “So, honey, let me guess. You were at your rocky spot again?” Mom never understood my love for the outdoors. Emily and Dirt never did get along. Hiking was always something just for me and my dad.

“Yes, Mom, just needed to get some air.”

Mom gestured toward the phone. “There are a couple of messages for you on the answering machine.”

I guessed that it was probably Ashley. After all nobody else ever called me. I walked over to the machine and pressed play.

“Emma, it's Ashley. Please call me when you get home.”

There was a second message.

“Emma, where are you? Call me!”

The third message was much more annoyed.

“Emma, why aren’t you home? I need to talk to you now! Call me!”

I decided I better put her out of her misery. I picked up the phone, not understanding what had Ashley so worked up.

On the first ring, Ashley picked up. “Hello.” 

“Hi, Ash, it’s me.”

Ashley squealed with delight! “Oh, Emma, you’re never going to guess what happened.”
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I couldn’t imagine what could make her so filled with joy. She sounded like a little kid who’d gotten the bike they wanted for Christmas. I wondered what could have happened to make her so excited.

“Don’t know, Ash, what happened?” I was honestly curious at this point.

“Oh, Emma, I was at the gas station and guess who I ran into?” Not even pausing for me to answer, she said, “James! Oh! He looked so cute!” She continued without giving me a chance to talk or even breathe. “He was all sweaty and gorgeous.”

Ashley stopped for a breath and all I could do was whisper, “Really?”

Ashley didn’t even notice my lack of excitement, as she continued. “I think he likes me; we talked for like ten minutes and he smiled at me the whole time! Tomorrow I’m going to make him notice me, and you have to help me.” I knew she’d need no help with being noticed by anyone.

Thinking back to my conversation with James, I realized he was probably just being polite to me. He’d probably not even notice me tomorrow, not when he had girls like Ashley wanting him.

It surprised me how much the thought of this hurt me. I felt my chest folding in on itself.

After taking a deep breath to steady my breathing, I replied, “Sure, Ashley, like you’ll need any help.”

Wanting to end the conversation, I added, “So I’ll see you in the morning, ’nite.”
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When I walked back into the kitchen my mom noticed a change in my mood.

“Is there something wrong, Em?”

She always could tell when a foul mood was looming. I knew she’d ask more questions if she thought it was true, so I lied.

“No, Mom, just tired I guess.”

I didn’t like lying to her, but I knew it would create a new world of problems if she knew the truth. Sometimes not telling the truth was the best policy.

“That’s what happens when you spend your free time climbing mountains.”

Mom laughed. I joined in her laughter. Leave it to my mom to always brighten my day.

* * * *
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As we sat down for dinner we talked about school and each other’s day.

“Oh,” Mom started as if she
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