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Chapter 1 - Friday
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CAeli arrived at school two hours early.  She had special permission to work in the computer lab before class, which she’d done all week and intended to do next week as well.  She used the extra computer time to complete the additional assignments required for her to graduate midyear.  She didn’t need two hours, but the second hour, the one directly before normal classes started, was reserved by the professor's assistant.  Therefore, she had to arrive earlier in order to use the computers before his allotted time began.  It was inconvenient, yet she was adaptable; she'd do whatever was necessary to ensure she finished her school work on schedule, if not early.  

She considered speaking to the professor's assistant to see if it was possible to work during his hour, and she questioned the professor to find out if that might be feasible.  Professor Daniels explained that his assistant was another senior, extremely advanced with his computer skills.  He worked in an exchange program with the local college, did a lot of extra coursework during that first hour, and performed some of the school's network maintenance at that time as well.  The professor suggested CAeli speak directly to his assistant to present her request.  He couldn't be certain of the outcome, though he felt certain the two could reach a suitable arrangement.  Unfortunately, his assistant hadn’t arrived before CAeli finished her work any day this week.  It was just as well.  She'd found another way to fill that second hour.

CAeli was saving her files off the computer at the end of the row, where she always sat, when she heard someone else enter the lab.  She glanced up and saw the light come on in the professor's office.  He must be in early this morning.  She finished up, collected her books, and headed for the door.  She didn't want to disturb the professor if he had work to do before his first class.  However, as she stepped out into the hall, which she expected to be empty as it was every morning at this time, she ran straight into Professor Daniels.

She let out a brief yell as his presence and the subsequent collision startled her.  The two books she carried were knocked from her hands, and his briefcase and lunch sack fell to the floor as he attempted to steady her.

"I'm sorry, Professor!  I wasn't expecting anyone to be out here," CAeli apologized as she bent to retrieve her books and help the older man with his belongings.

"No harm done."

"I thought you were in your office.  I heard someone come in a few minutes ago and saw your light."

"That was probably Vin."

"Vin?"

"My assistant," Professor Daniels reminded her.

"Oh yeah.  I'd forgotten his name."

"Well, Vin has a key to my office because he’s always here before me.  It seemed silly to waste his time waiting on me before he could get access to the server.  When it comes to computers, Vin's a brilliant young man, and I trust him completely!  It's not as if he needs to steal the answers to any of my tests.  Do you want to go back and say hello?  I know you wanted to ask him about your lab time," Professor Daniels asked.

"Not this morning.  I have somewhere else I need to be.  In fact, I'm already a few minutes late."

The last couple of days, CAeli had been taking advantage of the extra hour before class to get in some additional swim time in the school's indoor pool.  Her swim coach agreed to let her use the pool if she agreed to one race each morning with another member of the swim team.  The coach had discovered that his swimmers always performed better after racing against her.  Unable to resist a good challenge and enjoying the time in the water, CAeli readily agreed to his stipulation.

She was hurrying off down the hall as Vin emerged from the computer lab.  He caught a brief glimpse of a slender girl with long, brown hair as she turned the nearby corner.

"You all right, Professor?"  Vin asked.

"Yes, I'm fine."

"What was all the commotion?  I thought I heard a girl scream.  Who’s that running away?"

"Her?  That's the girl I mentioned.  She's the early bird who's been using the computer lab before you get here.  CAeli was packing up to leave when you arrived," the professor explained.

"She was in the lab?"

Vin was surprised he hadn't noticed her.  He'd noted that the middle row of lights were on, however, they were seldom off.  

"Yes.  She saw the light in my office and mistakenly thought you were me.  She obviously didn't get a look at you," the professor joked.

"I suppose not.  What's a computer geek compared to the dashing professor?"  Vin joked.

"Bah!  You're full of hot air!  Anyway, she's the one you heard scream.  I nearly scared the wits out of her when I ran into her."

"She ran off in a rush.  Is she all right?"  Vin asked with genuine concern.

He glanced at the corner where he last saw the girl.  From the brief glimpse, she appeared to be an attractive young lady.  Vin didn't recognize her offhand and couldn’t recall seeing her in any of his classes.  He felt certain he would’ve remembered her.

"Yes, she's all right."

The professor noticed Vin's gaze lingering on the empty hall.  It fit his character to be concerned about the girl, but Professor Daniels believed he heard a hint of curiosity in Vin's question, too.

"You know, Vin, she'll be in the lab again on Monday.  CAeli wants to ask you to change her lab schedule; aside from today, you never seem to arrive before she leaves.  Perhaps you should consider getting here fifteen minutes earlier on Monday," the professor suggested and smiled to himself.

"I think I will," Vin replied, not noticing Professor Daniels' pleased grin.

They were getting ready to return to the lab when two, nearly simultaneous, small explosions rocked the room, knocking the professor from his feet.  Vin, who’d still been staring at the empty hall, quickly turned to help his mentor.  Once he made sure the professor wasn't hurt, he grabbed a fire extinguisher and rushed inside the lab.

Two small fires, one in Professor Daniels' office and the other at a workstation at the end of one of the computer rows, were burning.  Vin quickly doused both.  Thankfully, the only damage was to the machines themselves.  He'd reacted fast enough to prevent any major hardware loss.  Only two workstations were ruined, and the server had been damaged.  Thankfully, they had a failover machine.  Vin had configured it as one of his projects the prior year, thusly preventing any data loss.  The hardware could be replaced easily enough.

"What happened?"  Vin asked the professor once the smoke cleared and the firemen and police were onsite.

"I have no idea!  Let's be glad we were both out in the hall.  Now, I'm very glad I bumped into that gal this morning.  If not for her, we both would’ve been in the office when this happened," Professor Daniels noted.

"I guess we both owe her an indirect thank you for that."

"Actually, she was lucky, too!  That workstation on the end is the one she uses.  It's a good thing she wasn't working the later schedule.  I'm not so sure I want to let her change now."

"I'm sure it was a coincidence, but I’d like to know what caused the explosions."

"Me, too!  We'll let the firemen sort it out.  Let's go to the cafeteria and get a cup of coffee.  I've had enough excitement for one morning."

The professor led Vin down the hall.
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VIN MET HIS FRIEND Mark in the gym for their regular Friday afternoon basketball game.  They both had the last class free, so they met almost every week to play Mark's favorite sport.  Vin played mostly for the exercise and as a good stress reliever.  Additionally, he preferred the game to sitting in a study period with no computer and nothing better to do.  Since Mark was editor of the school paper, he had some pull with the basketball coach and was able to get permission for the two of them to use the gym for their weekly battle.

Vin needed the stress relief today!  Mark had an endless stream of questions and wanted Vin's firsthand account of the explosion for the newspaper article he was going to write.  They were discussing the incident as they worked their way to the court.

"Sounds like you both had an angel on your shoulder this morning.  Maybe this mystery girl is responsible for blowing up the lab.  Nah, that doesn't sound like a good headline.  She needs to be a target, not a bomber.  Yes, that's much more appealing!"  Mark considered all angles for his story.

"Maybe it was nothing more than an electrical problem," Vin reminded Mark that they had no idea what caused the explosions.

He tried to put a stop to Mark's outlandish ideas before they snowballed into a disaster of epic proportions, but that was nearly impossible.  Once Mark got his teeth into a story, it was difficult to pry them loose.

They changed into sweat pants in the locker room and walked onto the court.  Both guys pulled off their shirts and tossed them to the sideline.  Their game was well under way when Vin noticed the girls in the bottom row of bleachers yet again.  They always seemed to turn up when he and Mark played.

The girls cheered alternately for Mark and Vin.  Mark relished the attention.  Vin avoided it like the plague!  Whenever any of the girls offered a kiss to the person who made the next basket, Vin always let Mark have the shot.  It made him work that much harder to win the game, but Vin wasn't about to fall into their traps.  Mark, on the other hand, wasn't shy about indulging the girls’ whims and wondered why Vin shied away.

"Dating games of that type hold no interest for me," Vin explained when Mark questioned his disinterest.

Vin merely said the girl he was waiting for wouldn’t be found amidst that crowd.

"Any guy who looks like you, has girls throwing themselves at him, and turns them down every time has got serious issues!  There’s something very wrong with you, Dude," Mark teased.

Vin heard the comment frequently, though he paid it little heed.  He was focused on his schooling right now.  If he let his grades slip, he could easily lose his scholarship and his apartment on the college campus.  He couldn't afford to take that risk for a fling.

He tossed the basketball at Mark without replying, and they continued their game.  After ten minutes, the game was tied, and Vin stood on the free throw line.  This shot would decide the outcome of the game.

"Hey, Vin!  If you make this shot, I'll give you a victory prize better than anything you've had yet."

******
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CAeli looked down from the balcony box when she heard Lara shout the offer across the gym.  It wasn't the offer that caught her attention, but rather the person to whom it'd been presented.  She heard the name of the professor's assistant, rousing her curiosity about him.  She could remember catching glimpses of the back of his dark hair when he sat at a workstation at the front of the computer room.  He also worked in the professor's office during her computer class from time to time.  CAeli had never taken any notice.  All she could remember about Vin was that he was tall and appeared to be in good shape.  She was aware the other girls found it amusing to flirt with him.  She'd always been too busy with her schoolwork in preparation for early graduation to spare a moment to find out why they had such a keen interest.  CAeli wasn't looking for that kind of distraction at this point in her life.

Yet, as CAeli looked down at Vin, she understood the buzz.  His dark hair flowed around his face nicely as he jumped.  The way he moved had such controlled fluidity it was both graceful and powerful at the same time.  It was enthralling!  Vin had an athlete's physique, as clearly evidenced by the toned muscles visible on his bare chest.  When Vin turned, CAeli caught a glimpse of his blue eyes.  She could clearly see why the girls were interested.  He was a fine sight to behold, undeniably handsome.

"Someone like that probably has a never ending string of girls to keep him amused," CAeli said under her breath.

Like many of the seniors, CAeli also had the last period of the day free and typically spent it studying.  However, she was ahead in her assignments.  Today, she was helping her swim coach update the record boards in the gym.  They were up in the balcony box over the rear doorway, her coach on a ladder, and CAeli handing him the letters and numbers to be added to the sign overhead.  While her coach was completing a name change, CAeli watched Vin at the free throw line.  Lara put him in an interesting position.  She wondered how he’d respond and listened as Mark taunted Vin in what she presumed was an effort to distract him.

"Man, you can't pass this one off to me, though I wish you could!  Lara put you on the spot.  Throw the game or win an offer like that.  I know you're not going to throw the game.  It's not in you to lose voluntarily.  You can't do it!  Yet, if you win, Lara will insist on following through with your prize.  Gentleman that you are, you won't be able to hurt her feelings.  You don't have that in you either.  Whatever will you do, Vin?"  Mark taunted relentlessly because he truly did want Vin to miss.

Vin bounced the basketball several times as he considered his options.  Although he hated to admit it, Mark was right.  He couldn’t intentionally throw the game, nor could he be rude to Lara.  Both were against his better judgment.  However, Vin had absolutely no intention of taking her up on that offer.  He had to come up with an alternative, and he needed it quick.  He could only stall for a short while before taking his shot.  Vin almost never missed a free throw, and Mark knew it.

Vin racked his brain, but nothing came to him.  As the ball was leaving his hand, Vin heard a voice in the bleachers above that distracted him.  He turned to look for the source, causing his shot to go astray.

"CAeli, wake up over there!  We're done.  Let's go change the signs in the entrance hall."

CAeli had forgotten about her coach as she watched the game unfold.  Meanwhile, her coach had finished the changes to the sign and climbed down from his ladder.  He was ready to move on to the next task.  His voice jolted her away from the game, and she quickly followed him as he carried his ladder out into the second story hall.

Vin turned in time to see the same girl from the computer lab as she once again disappeared from sight.  It was the second time that day she’d unknowingly saved him from an ill-fated disaster.

"What do you call that?!"  Mark demanded.

"What?"  Vin asked as he turned his gaze away from the balcony.

"Ah, I see!"  Mark also saw CAeli exiting the balcony.

"See what?"  Vin asked as he grabbed his shirt and headed for the locker room.

"I see why you missed the shot."

******
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VIN WALKED QUICKLY down the long, deserted hall.  He skimmed the typed pages in the thin black notebook he carried, not paying much attention to his surroundings.  Mark was waiting for him on the other side of the school, and he was ten minutes late.  

As he caught the strong scent of chlorine wafting in the air, Vin turned left and headed into the pool area.  Since there were no swim meets on Fridays, and almost everyone had headed to the first basketball game of the tournament, there shouldn't be anyone lingering poolside.  He used this shortcut through the building often, and it would shave a few minutes off his walk, bringing him out in the front parking lot.  Mark was probably sitting impatiently in his car with the heater running to stay warm.  If Vin kept him waiting too long, Mark would give him grief for the next week.

He worked his way quickly around the pool.  When he reached the far corner near the deep end, he turned and walked between the raised diving platform and the edge of the pool.  At the pool's edge, directly beneath the diving board, was the ladder swimmer's used to climb out of the pool.  Vin rushed by this section, still focused on the data in his notebook.

"Vin!  Over here," Mark called from somewhere behind him.  

Vin turned to see Mark standing in a doorway opposite the direction he was headed.  As he spun, his right arm came into contact with someone stepping onto the concrete from the pool.  A thin girl with long, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail was knocked backward by the force of his elbow slamming into her shoulder.  She reached out instinctively and grabbed hold of the arm that struck her.  The girl attempted to regain her balance to avoid a dangerous fall.  

In the same instant, Vin dropped the notebook from his left hand, stepped to his left, and firmly wrapped his arm around the girl's trim waist.  He pulled her forward with a determination not to let her get hurt any further as a result of his carelessness.  Unfortunately, Vin either underestimated his strength or overestimated her weight, and she now stumbled forward instead of back.  She reacted fast enough to throw her arms out in front of her, bracing herself with her hands to keep from slamming headfirst into Vin's chest.

"I'm sorry," she apologized once she was steady on her feet.

"I wasn't expecting anyone else to be here."

"No, I'm the one who hit you.  I'm very sorry!  I should’ve been paying attention to where I was going," Vin replied.

He glanced down at the soaking wet girl he now held in his arms, heedlessly getting his clothes wet the longer he held her close.  She was nearly a foot shorter than him and looked up at him with beautiful, milk chocolate eyes and a slight smile.  That moment felt to Vin as if it were frozen in time.  Here was the girl who’d twice rescued him today, though she was completely unaware of it.  Something about her intrigued him, aside from the fact that she was gorgeous.  Vin found himself instantly attracted to and staring at her until her voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Your notebook is getting wet!"

She turned abruptly and leaned down to retrieve the binder from the water near the ladder.  Her words spurred Vin to reach for it at the same time, and their foreheads banged together with a loud crack.  They both stepped back and laughed at their unintentional rendition of one of the most overused comical bits they'd ever seen on TV.

"You stay.  I'll get it," Vin said as he snatched his notebook out of the water and tossed it onto the concrete by his feet.  Standing up, he noticed she was rubbing her shoulder as she watched him from a few steps away.  

"Vin, hurry up!"  Mark called again.

Mark was talking to another of his friends out in the hall and likely hadn't witnessed Vin's misadventure.

"I’m terribly sorry!  Are you sure you're all right?"  Vin asked.

"I'm fine."

"I'd better get going then.  Mark tends to get cranky if he's late for a ball game.  He doesn't want to miss anything that might be newsworthy."

Vin picked up his notebook and trotted toward the exit.  He looked back once and grinned to see that her eyes had followed him across the room.  However, she turned away shyly when she noticed he was aware of her gaze.  Vin smiled and stopped when he reached the door.  He looked back once more.  She was halfway to the girls' locker room.  Now his eyes followed her, and he was rewarded with a brief, over-the-shoulder glance in his direction accompanied by a beautiful smile.  That was all the encouragement he needed.  

"Dude, what took you so long?"  Mark demanded to know the source of the delay.

He followed Vin's eyes across the room.  Mark caught a glimpse of the petite figure in a one-piece, burgundy swimsuit as she entered the locker room.  

"You know her, don't you?"  Vin inquired.

"Sure, I know CAeli.  Everybody knows CAeli," Mark replied in an offhand manner.

"CAeli.  The name sounds familiar.  Who is she?"  Vin repeated her name, enjoying the sound of it as he said it aloud.

"Seriously?  Dude, she's the pride of the Washington High swim team.  In four years, she has never lost a race.  Ut-oh!  I've seen guys get into trouble because of the very look on your face right now!  Don't tell me she’s drawn your interest.  No.  Don't bother answering!  I can tell by that stupid grin.  Leave it to you to develop a crush on the one girl who dates even less than you do; and that's saying something.  Vin, don't waste your time!  I think she has turned down nearly every guy who ever asked her out, including me.  You know all the girls find me irresistible," Mark offered his grapevine description of CAeli.

"Apparently, not all of them," Vin joked as his gaze drifted across the pool once more.

"She's all about school and swimming.  No time for socializing, that one.  Besides, she's graduating midterm.  She won't even be around two months from now," Mark continued.

"Neither will I.  I'm graduating midterm so I can start computer classes at Washington State in the spring.  What difference does it make?"  Vin replied. 

"That depends on whether you intend to start a long distance relationship.  Rumor has it CAeli is leaving the country for four or five months on some sort of family reunion.  Even on the remote chance you could convince her to go out with you, it could only last a few weeks at most.  It'd be a complete waste of your time.  Are you coming or not?"  Mark's finger rested impatiently on the photo button of the camera suspended from his neck.

Mark was fanatical about the holiday basketball tournament.  It wasn't only because he held the title of editor and favorite journalist for the school's paper.  He enjoyed sports and rarely missed a game.  Vin was keeping him from arriving in time to get a good seat for the first game of the tournament.

"No.  You go on without me.  I think I'm going to stay here and waste my time."

Vin's gaze had returned to the locker room entrance where CAeli had disappeared.

"Your choice.  After she turns you down, come find me on campus.  You'll probably only miss the first quarter of the game."

Mark walked away after wishing Vin good luck with what he deemed a fruitless endeavor.  He kept to himself the plan forming in his mind of how he might be able to use this new development to his editorial advantage, should the opportunity arise.

Vin walked over to a bench on the wall opposite the girls' locker room entrance.  He sat down for ten minutes, then stood up and paced a fifteen foot stretch of hall as he waited for CAeli to emerge.

******
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CAeli showered and changed into a pair of jeans and a navy blue sweater, leaving her hair down so it could finish drying.  She glanced in the mirror as she began to brush through the tangles in her long locks.  To her surprise, a silly grin remained plastered on her face. 

"Now stop that!"  She said to her reflection.

"He might be cute and polite, but he didn't even ask your name.  He's clearly not interested, and I shouldn't be either, especially not now.  It was nothing more than a clumsy accident!"

CAeli tried to stop thinking about her recent encounter, yet Vin's face and the smell of his cologne kept popping into her mind.  The memory of his arm around her waist changed her grin into a full smile surrounded by tints of red on her cheeks.  She stopped brushing her hair and returned the brush to her gym bag.  She continued talking to herself while she gathered up her belongings and headed toward the door.

"This is ridiculous!  I should forget him and put the whole thing out of my mind.  It couldn't be a worse time to finally bump in to someone interesting.  It doesn't matter that he has such arresting blue eyes or such a great smile.  Jaddah will agree.  She’ll tell me I'm being silly.  We'll laugh over my clumsiness, and I won't think of him anymore."

CAeli climbed up the few stairs to the locker room entrance.  There she stopped and quickly stepped back against the wall.  She dropped her gym bag near her feet while she caught her breath and waited.  Vin was pacing outside.  Was he waiting for her?  Surely not!  She secretly wanted it to be true, admitting that she wouldn't mind speaking with him again.  Yet, she also knew it was a bad idea to let him know she might be interested.  Maybe she could slip past while he paced in the other direction.

"Hi."

Too late!  Vin spotted her standing there and walked over.

"Hello.  What are you doing here?  I thought you and Mark were off to see the basketball game."

"I let him go alone.  I wanted to make sure you were all right," Vin explained.

"That's kind of you.  You didn't have to do that.  I'm fine."

"To be perfectly honest, that's not the only reason I stayed.  By the way, my name's Eyvindr Harding.  Everyone calls me Vin," he formally introduced himself.

"I'm CAeli.  So, what's the other reason?"  She felt her heart skip a beat in anticipation of his answer.

"I was hoping you might allow me to make up for running into you by taking you out for a cup of coffee," Vin suggested, having decided to start simple so she wouldn't necessarily turn him down right away.

"That sounds nice, but I don't..."

"It's okay.  You don't owe me an explanation.  I simply had to ask.  I never would’ve forgiven myself if I didn't," Vin interrupted her.

He didn't want her to feel obligated to find a polite reason for refusing.  His level of disappointment climbed, despite Mark's forewarning of this outcome.  However, Vin wasn't ready to give up yet.  His attraction to her was too strong to let her walk away that easily.

"May I walk you to your car?  It's the least I can do."

It took a moment for Vin to realize through his nervousness that she was stifling her sweet-sounding laugh.

"Did I say something funny?"

Before she answered, CAeli considered her response carefully.  She could hardly believe he was asking her out, much less that she found herself eager to accept.  Unfortunately, Vin's nerves got the better of him, and he cut her off before she could take him up on his offer.  It amused her that someone as confident as he seemed to be was so rattled by her.  

She considered correcting his mistake; then again, perhaps it was for the best.  Didn't she just convince herself that starting a new friendship right now was a bad idea?  With regret, CAeli decided to let his misstep stand.

"Yes, you did.  You amused me, but don't worry about it.  You can walk with me if you like," CAeli smiled.

She reached for her gym bag, but Vin was slightly quicker.  A spark seemed to pass between them as their hands briefly met.  He picked up her bag and started walking.  She smiled to herself and kept pace with him.  He held the door open for her as they walked out into the parking lot.

"Which one is yours?"

CAeli pointed to her car.  As fate would have it, his navy blue Chevy was parked in the space next to it.  Before getting into his own car, Vin escorted her to a little, green Volkswagen.  After she unlocked the driver's door, he graciously opened it for her.  He had the manners of a real gentleman and used them with practiced ease.  She never expected to find that quality in any of her high school classmates.  It was a vanishing trait; one she more commonly attributed to the grandfatherly generation.  She admired it in the veterans she and Jaddah met during the course of their volunteer work at the Retired Soldiers' Society.

"Thank you."

Vin waited a moment to see if CAeli would get into her car right away.  She didn't.  He finally let go of the door handle and began to turn away with regret.

"You're welcome.  It was very nice to meet you, CAeli."

CAeli stood by her car and watched as Vin walked around his.  Why did she feel as if she’d made a huge mistake?  She suddenly didn't want to let Vin drive off thinking she wouldn't like to know him better.

"Vin," she called as he was climbing into his car.

"Yes?"

He paused and smiled at her over the top of the car.  His blue eyes caught and held her gaze.

"I was going to say...," she stopped.

No, she told herself.  She changed her mind yet again.  She needed to hold firm to her original resolve!

"Say you changed your mind?"  Vin suggested.

"Um, I wanted to say it was nice to meet you, too.  Maybe I’ll bump into you again soon."

Vin's smile broadened.  Did she open the door for him to ask her out at another time?  Maybe she simply had other plans tonight.  She didn't say why she turned him down.

"I hope so," Vin replied with a charming grin and a hint of renewed hope.

CAeli finally got into her car and pulled out of the lot.  He watched her pull away before he sat down behind the steering wheel and looked over at the duffle bag he’d blindly tossed onto his front seat.  Her duffle bag occupied the other end of the bench seat where Vin had hoped she might ride.

"Oh, shoot!"

Neither of them realized he’d inadvertently kept her gym bag.  He could still see her car stopped by the traffic signal down the block.  He quickly started his car and drove after her.  He followed her for a few miles, then temporarily got separated as she turned into the parking lot of a sidewalk mall.  He was stuck two cars back and had to wait through the traffic signal's full cycle for the next green light.  By the time he located her car and pulled his into the empty space next to it, she was already inside the store.

Vin watched through the large, glass windows on the front of the building.  It wasn't exactly what he was expecting.  He caught a momentary glimpse of her in one of the aisles.  Then he didn't see her again for several minutes.  What was she doing here on a Friday?  She could’ve gone out with friends or to a movie.  She could’ve gone into the nail salon next door or a video store beyond that.  CAeli had entered a grocery store instead.  That reminded Vin of his frequent Friday night excursions.  However, he shopped for himself.  Since he lived alone on campus, in a grant-funded apartment, he had no choice but to fend for himself.  He wondered why CAeli was out grocery shopping?  A grocery store is the last place most high school girls could be found.

Rather than go in after her, Vin sat on the hood of his car and waited in the cold for her to come out.  He replayed their encounter in his mind.  He still couldn't believe she'd turned him down.  It wasn't because he was that arrogant.  For some reason, Vin had felt certain she’d say yes.  Now that he thought it through, she hadn't answered him at all.  He didn't give her a chance!  CAeli had started to say something when he interrupted her.  Then she’d been amused by what he said.  Why?  What did he say?

"Of course!  I'm an idiot!  I asked her out and then declined on her behalf.  No wonder she laughed!"

Vin realized his mistake.  It occurred to him that she might’ve been getting ready to explain his mistake before she drove off, and then decided against it.  Perhaps she didn't want to embarrass him.  Her reason notwithstanding, did that mean she might’ve considered going out with him?  She'd hinted that she hoped to see him again.  Then again, maybe he was grasping at straws because he wanted it to be true.

He saw her talking to the cashier at the checkout and rushed up to the exit to meet her.  At first, she didn't see him standing in the dimly-lit area to the side of the door.  She was busy rummaging through her purse, presumably looking for her car keys.  Vin stepped closer and tried to get her attention with what he thought would be a humorous remark, given where they were.

"Can I help you with your bags, Miss?"  

CAeli turned, startled by the voice suddenly close beside her.  She quickly stepped away and kept walking at a faster pace.

"No, thank you.  I'm fine."

"Then, perhaps I can return your gym bag, CAeli," Vin said as he caught up with her.

He hadn't meant to frighten her.

She stopped, took a deep breath, and sighed in relief when she realized it wasn't another strange, old man hitting on her.  That had happened twice before as she was leaving this particular store.

"Vin, thank goodness it's you!  I mean, I'm glad you weren't one of the others.  You startled me!  What are you doing here?  Did you follow me?"

CAeli rattled off the reply so quickly Vin could tell he’d unnerved her.  He instinctively reached out and touched her upper arm in a supportive manner.

"Yes, I did follow you so I could return your gym bag.  I didn't realize I still had it until after you pulled away.  I'm sorry I scared you."

"It's all right.  I tend to jump at my own shadow much to Jaddah’s amusement."

"Jaddah?"

"Oh, it's an Egyptian term for grandmother.  I lost my parents when I was very young, and Jaddah raised me.  I've called her that for as long as I can remember.  I often forget most people don't recognize the word."

"Ah, I understand."

"Anyway, I appreciate you bringing my bag, though it could've waited until Monday."

While CAeli unlocked her car door, Vin retrieved her duffle bag.  He reached around her and leaned in to place the bag on her passenger's seat.  He then took the two plastic bags from her hands as well and placed them on the seat for her.  Again, their hands met briefly.  

"You're hands are cold.  Have you been waiting outside the entire time I was in there?"

"Yes, though to be fair, I was sitting on the warm hood of my car until I saw you come out."

"Well, thank you!  You could’ve come in or at least waited in your car.  It’s freezing out here!  You'll get pneumonia sitting outside like that."

CAeli didn't understand why he’d done such a silly thing.

"I considered coming inside.  I didn't want you to think I was following you in a creepy way.  I couldn't see into the store windows very well from the driver's seat, so I sat on the hood for a better view," Vin explained what made perfect sense to him, and the cold air hadn't bothered him in the least.

"Oh, well, okay then.  I should probably get going."

CAeli couldn’t think of anything else to keep the conversation going.

"CAeli, wait!  If I promise to let you answer for yourself this time, could I offer you that cup of coffee again?"  Vin waited anxiously.  

CAeli laughed.  She couldn't help it.  

"Ah-ha!  So that is why you were laughing."

Vin grinned.  He enjoyed her laugh.  It sounded beautiful, and it matched her smile.

"Yes.  I'm sorry.  It's just that I've never heard a guy turn himself down before," CAeli replied honestly.

"Does that mean you'll consider it?"  Vin hoped.

"Yes, I’d like that.  To be perfectly honest, I wasn't going to decline your offer outright, only the coffee.  I don't drink coffee," she answered with a bigger smile yet.

"Then, I’m sorry I interrupted you.  I was so eager to hear your answer that I got ahead of myself.  I much prefer your answer.  There's a great coffee shop on the road back to school.  I hear they fix a tasty mug of hot chocolate, too.  Do you drink that?"

Vin's mood shifted one hundred and eighty degrees from disappointment to elation.  Perhaps Mark and the rumor mill didn't know her so well after all.

"That sounds fine.  I'll follow you this time."

******
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CAeli let Vin pull out of the lot first and followed him down the road to the coffee shop near the college dorms.  Theirs were the only two cars in the lot.

"I guess everyone is at the game," he commented, again holding the door for her as she walked into the empty cafe.

"I don't mind.  I hate trying to have a conversation in a crowded room."

"Why don't you pick a table while I get our drinks?  Would you like anything else or just plain hot chocolate?"  

"Actually, they have a delicious mint cocoa," she answered, looking forward to the warm beverage to throw off the chill from being outside.

"Hot mint?  That doesn't sound particularly appealing.  But, if it makes you happy...one mint cocoa coming up!"

Vin walked up to the counter to place their order while CAeli strolled around the corner and found a table for two on the far side of the room.  She was sitting down to wait for Vin when she remembered her grandmother.  Jaddah would be expecting her home soon.  She looked around, but didn't see a pay phone, so she returned to the counter beside Vin and asked the clerk if he had a phone she could use.

When he handed her a cordless handset, CAeli walked a few feet away for privacy.  She called her grandmother and told her where she was and what she was doing.

"You're out on a date?!"  The understandable surprise in her grandmother's voice echoed through the receiver.  

It was the first date she'd accepted since...well, since the Joey fiasco her sophomore year.  CAeli, with a good deal of prodding, had reluctantly agreed to go to a party with a guy she vaguely knew from the swim team.  As soon as they arrived, he located the drinks and tried to force her to have a few beers with him.  When she declined, he ditched her for the first blonde girl who stumbled by.  As she sat alone on the front porch waiting for Jaddah to pick her up, a drunken Joey discovered her isolation and used it to attempt to force her affection.  Thankfully, she managed to fight him off until Jaddah showed up.

Since then, she chose to focus on her studies rather than expose herself to that world again.  Jaddah had raised her to have more respect for herself than that type of environment offered.  In reality, the ordeal had scared her more than she could admit, even to Jaddah.

"No, it's not a date!  I don't think it's a date; maybe it is.  He asked me out for coffee to make up for nearly knocking me off my feet," CAeli replied with a bit of confusion.

She wasn't certain if this was Vin's idea of a date or not.

"He asked.  You accepted.  In my book, that's a date, Dear.  It's about time you started mingling with folks your own age again.  You spend way too much time with this old lady.  Go out.  Have a good time!  Wake me when you get home."

"You're not old, Jaddah, and I like spending time with you."

"That's sweet, Dear, but you know what I mean.  This fella must be quite charming to have convinced you to go out with him.  I can’t wait to hear all about him.  You can share all the juicy details when you get home."

As CAeli returned the phone to the man behind the counter, Vin picked up their drinks and followed her to the table she’d chosen.  He pulled out a chair for her before taking the seat across from it.  With the exception of the clerk at the counter, they had the whole place to themselves.  For the time being, it was only the two of them.  CAeli preferred it that way.  She didn't want anyone to stumble past and draw his attention away.

She shook her head.  What are you thinking?  She chastised herself for letting her mind wander in such a direction.  She barely knew Vin, yet he certainly wasn't anything like Joey!

"I didn't mean to eavesdrop.  However, I couldn't help overhearing part of your phone conversation.  Honestly, I wanted to invite you out to dinner or a movie or both, but I thought you might be more inclined to accept if I offered a simpler outing, especially since we just met," Vin explained.

"Oh."

She didn't know how to respond, so she sipped at her cocoa to avoid having to say more.

"Let me make this official, so there's no further misunderstanding.  I’d very much like to make this a true date, if you’d consider it.  CAeli, will you go out with me tonight?"  Vin grinned as he waited for her response.  

"Yes, I think I will," she laughed openly in reply.

"There we have it then.  We're officially out on our first date," he shared in her amusement, overjoyed at her acceptance.

CAeli watched Vin as he drank his coffee across the table from her.  She listened as he talked about the recent snow and added her own comments when appropriate.  The warmth began to return to her cold fingers as she sipped on her drink.  The date was off to a very good start.

"Yum, this hits the spot!  It's been a while since I've indulged in a good cup of cocoa.  I don't remember it tasting this good," she commented.

"I was thinking the same thing about the coffee.  I'm especially enjoying it today.  Perhaps it's the company."

"Could be.  That's good, too.  I'm enjoying both," she ventured what, for her, was a bold reply.

"Truly?  Like I said before, hot mint doesn't sound like it'd taste good.  You do make it sound tempting.  Do you mind if I taste it?"  Vin asked.

"Feeling adventurous?  Go ahead."

CAeli slid her mug across the table.  He took a drink and wrinkled his nose slightly.  To be certain, he took another sip.  She tried unsuccessfully to stifle a laugh.  The look on Vin's face made it evident he didn't care for the flavor.  He returned the cup, but let his fingers linger on hers as she retrieved it.

"I should’ve trusted my instinct on that one.  I knew my coffee was safe around you.  Now, at least, you won't have to worry about me finishing off your favorite drink."  Vin laughed.

"It's not my favorite, though it is near the top of my list."

As they chatted, Vin noticed several popular arcade games across the room.  He wondered if CAeli would enjoy that sort of thing.  To his surprise, she was happy to play.  She didn't seem to care which game they played or if she won or lost; and despite her best efforts, she lost every round.  Yet, she laughed and joked with Vin the entire time.  The longer he was with CAeli, the more he was drawn to her.

At last, when she was finally about to beat his score on the current game, Vin distracted her by reaching out and tickling her side.  He couldn't resist the urge to touch her.  She squirmed to avoid his distraction and tried to maintain her focus on the game screen.  Her laughter at Vin's persistence and his closeness made it very difficult for her to concentrate.

"Hey, cut it out!"

"Sorry, I can't do that.  I’d never hear the end of it if Mark ever found out I lost even one game to you.  When it involves anything computerized, I have a reputation to uphold," Vin teased.  

The video game suddenly sprang to life with loud bells and sound effects.  Vin switched tactics and placed his hand over her smaller, delicate hand on the controller.  He nudged her player in the opposite direction, but she quickly recovered.  He didn't actually care if she won.  He was enjoying her laughter, her smile, and the feel of her silky skin.  Everything about CAeli excited him!  

The next sound effect bellowing from the machine made it clear that her final turn had ended.  The game was over.

"Oh, look!  I did it.  I won!"

CAeli beamed a smile as she reached out and gave Vin's forearm a playful shake.  Her hand was soft and warm against his skin, where he'd pushed his jersey sleeves up, and her happiness was contagious.

"It seems so."  Vin returned her smile.

"I'm sorry to report that you have, in fact, been bested by a girl.  Don't worry, though!  Your secret is safe with me."  

They returned to their table, enjoying the coffee shop in nearly complete solitude for another two hours.  They talked of any and everything, including books, music, and movies they both liked.  The time flew by as they ignored their surroundings.  Hours felt like minutes as they each focused on the other.  It wasn't until the clerk stopped by once to ask if they wanted anything else that they were brought joltingly back to reality.

As the clerk poured hot coffee from a glass carafe to refill Vin's cup, it struck the edge of the cold metal table and shattered.  Shards of glass went flying across the table.  Vin instinctively reached out and covered CAeli's hands where they rested on the table, sparing her the cuts and the burn of the hot coffee.  Unfortunately, he wasn't as lucky.

"I'm so sorry!  Let me get that."  The clerk pulled a dry towel from his shoulder and quickly began to wipe up the spilled liquid.

"Please get something to clean up this glass.  Vin, don't move!"

CAeli freed her hands and grabbed a handful of napkins from the small dispenser on the table.  She rushed to a nearby water fountain and soaked them in cold water.  The clerk had disappeared when she returned.

She gently laid the paper towels across Vin's right wrist where a large, red burn could be seen.  Then, she began to carefully remove small pieces of glass from his hands.  She located six tiny shards and one large chunk that had sliced a two-inch gash across the top of his right hand.

"I'm all right.  You don't have to do that," Vin said, but he didn't remove his hands from CAeli's ministrations.

She had a soft touch, and he barely felt any pain as she tended his wounds.

"Would you rather I did this or would you prefer I let our bored clerk offer his assistance?"  CAeli whispered and winked at Vin.

She knew the kid didn't mean any harm.  He’d been in a rush to get back to the personal phone call he'd been on for the last thirty minutes and wasn't paying attention to what he was doing when he refilled the coffee.

"I definitely prefer you," Vin replied with a grin.

By the time the clerk returned, CAeli had finished cleaning the glass from Vin's hands and had gone back a second time to get more cold towels for his burn.  While Vin lightly pressed the cool, wet towels on his wrist, she had sopped up the remaining coffee and cleaned up the broken glass.  The table being clean, the clerk could do nothing more except apologize.  He refilled their drinks for free and left them alone again.

"Thank you!"  CAeli said after the clerk was gone.

"Why are you thanking me?  You're the one who tended me.  I should be thanking you."

CAeli reached out and carefully took hold of Vin's hands.  She knew her hands would be cut and burned right now if he hadn’t shielded them from the breakage.

"Thank you for doing that!"

"Oh, that.  My pleasure!"

"You have incredibly fast reflexes!  I barely even realized the glass was breaking when you reacted."

"I've always been rather quick.  Sometimes it's a good thing, like now; sometimes not, like when asking out a pretty girl."  Vin grinned.

"This may have been one of the not so good times.  You got cut and burned because of it."

"Yes, but it allowed me to hold your hands for a few minutes.  It was worth it."

Vin flipped his hands over to hold hers.

"You're hopeless!"  CAeli teased and slowly pulled her hands away.

They picked up their conversation and discussed her involvement with the swim team.  Vin was again surprised that he hadn’t heard her name or recognized her from such noteworthy accomplishments as she described.  Yet, the way she told the stories, he got the impression her pleasure came more from the competition and the swimming itself and not from the awards.

Vin described his interest in computers.  She questioned him about his advanced skills, which eventually led to the revelation of his plans for early college enrollment.  At this point, CAeli felt she owed him the truth regarding her own schedule.  She didn't want to mislead him or give him any false indications for the road ahead.

"We leave for Egypt the day after New Year's.  Jaddah hasn't been home in nearly twenty years.  This trip is important to her!  She wants to find a family heirloom, but she hasn't told me much more yet.  That doesn't matter though.  She's the only family I have, and she has taken care of me since I was in grade school.  I'm happy to be able to share this trip with her!"

CAeli outlined their plans to stay with one of Jaddah's longtime friends until the end of April.  She also shared her excitement at having the opportunity to visit the famous sites in that region.

"It sounds exciting!  I'm sure you'll have a great trip," Vin commented.

"I've been looking forward to it almost as much as Jaddah."

She found it very easy to talk to Vin.  She’d never discussed such personal matters with anyone and didn't know why she was at ease sharing with him.  The conversation lulled comfortably, and they stared at each other in silence for the next few minutes.  One of CAeli’s favorite, romantic songs, Just You and I, was playing on the radio and seemed to capture the moment for them.  She was enthralled by the way Vin's blue eyes sparkled, even in the dimly lit cafe.  He was captivated by her smile.  As he tentatively reached out to take hold of her hands once more, the clerk came over to inform them the cafe was closing early, and they’d have to leave.  Their moment ended, so they got up and walked out to the parking lot.  
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VIN AND CAeli stood out in the cold air in the space between their cars.  She stalled beside her open driver's door with no desire to get in and drive away.  Her hands rested on the top of the door, so he reached out and placed his hands on top of hers.  A shiver ran through CAeli in response to his touch, and she hoped he didn't notice.  Then she saw the burn on his wrist again, and it triggered her memory.

"Hey!  I have a first aid kit in my glove box.  Stay there a minute."

She reached across the driver's seat and opened her glove box.  Vin couldn’t help but appreciate the view as she rummaged through the compartment and pulled out a white, plastic container the size of a cigar box with a large, red cross on the lid.

"Have a seat," she instructed Vin.

He hopped up onto the hood of his car and watched as she stepped over to stand beside him.  She placed the first aid kit on the hood next to him.  First, CAeli pulled out a tube of antibiotic ointment that she spread liberally along the cut on Vin's hand.  Then she covered the cut with two oversized bandages.  Next, she pulled out a small green jar and opened the lid.

"Let me hold onto your wrist please."

Vin more than willingly complied.  It meant he got to hold onto her as well.

"What's that?"  Vin asked.

"It's an aloe mixture Jaddah taught me how to make.  I sunburn very easily, and this stuff takes the sting right out!  It may tingle a little when I rub it in.  It shouldn't hurt," she explained.

"I trust you!  I put myself in your healing hands."

He watched her every move as she went about the task with gentle, methodical care.  When a lock of her long hair fell forward into her eyes, he reached over with his left hand and pushed it back for her, letting his hand linger longer than necessary again.  He continued to feel a nearly irresistible urge to reach out and pull her closer.  CAeli looked up for a moment and smiled at him.  Vin didn't mistake her reaction.  She had feelings for him, too.  He could see it in her soft, brown eyes.

She finished by wrapping the burn with a few layers of gauze to keep the ointment from rubbing off onto his shirt sleeve and to prevent his shirt from irritating the burn.

"Thank you!  It feels ten times better already," Vin said as he hopped down from the car while she returned the first aid kit to her glove box.

They met on opposite sides of her driver's door once again.

"You're welcome.  It's the least I could do.  I couldn't allow this date to end with your injury on my conscience."

"Is it coming to an end then?  We were just getting to know each other.  It's still early, only nine o'clock, I think.  I don't know about you, but I'm not ready to call it quits.  Can I interest you in something to eat?"  Vin asked as he racked his brain trying to come up with anything else that might entice her to hang out a little longer.

"I'm not hungry, yet I'm not ready to go home either."  She made sure he understood her response this time.

"Perfect!  I have an idea.  Are you comfortable leaving your car here and riding with me?"  Vin's enthusiasm matched his smile.

"Sure.  Give me a second to lock the door," CAeli agreed.

They moved to Vin's car where, despite his injured hand, he again opened the door for her and let her slide into the passenger's side.  As she sat on the bench seat waiting for him to get in from the driver's side, CAeli noticed the pleasing scent of his cologne lingering in the car.  It wasn't an overbearing scent, like the ones in which some guys seemed to bathe.  It was subtle, but definite.  It didn't reach out and grab you.  However, once you knew it was there, the scent held you firmly; as comforting as when Vin had his arm around her waist by the pool earlier.  She’d enjoyed that!  She also delighted in watching his blue eyes light up when they were talking.  Both were enough to entice her to draw closer to the source.

"Not that I mind, but why the smile?"  Vin asked with a grin as he buckled his seatbelt.

CAeli's cheeks turned red with the embarrassment of being caught thinking about him in such a way, even though he wasn’t aware of it.

"No reason," she replied as she tried to conceal the smile and refused to meet his gaze.

"I don't believe you.  Your face is all red, and you can't even look at me.  Come on!  If you were smiling, it can't be all that bad.  'Fess up.  What was it?"  Vin laughed.

He found her rare, demure manner refreshing.  All too often, the girls who approached him weren’t the least bit shy about voicing their interest.  As he waited for CAeli's reply, Vin pulled the car out of the parking lot and headed away from town.

"Your cologne smells nice," she answered softly.

She wasn't generally so forthcoming with such information.  Vin was somehow able to break through all of her usual barriers as if slicing through warm butter.  He had a happily dizzying effect on her.  CAeli was very glad she’d accepted his invitation!

"Oh, was that all?  That shouldn't make you blush.  I'll let you in on a little secret.  It's supposed to smell good."  Vin chuckled.

"Where are we going?"  CAeli abruptly changed the subject.

"I'm taking you to see a show of sorts.  I think you'll like it, but you'll have to wait and see."
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THEY RODE ALONG HAPPILY, both content with the occasional glance or smile and very little chatter.  Vin finally turned the car into a clearing in the middle of the local forestry and stopped.  He opened his door to get out and asked CAeli to wait when she started to do the same.  He opened the trunk and retrieved a blanket and a pair of binoculars before opening the door for her once more.

She watched with curiosity as he spread the blanket across the hood and windshield of the car.  When he had it arranged to his satisfaction, he climbed up and extended his hand to help her do the same.

"Umm...what exactly do you have in mind?"

This was her chance to have some fun with him.  CAeli knew Vin wasn't thinking of how the arrangement might look from her perspective, so she gently shook the corner of the blanket to bring it to his attention.

"Oh!  Not that, geez, no.  I'd never...well, not never.  I mean, not that I wouldn't want... I wouldn't presume...we barely know...," Vin stammered as her laughter danced through the air.

He stopped and stared at her.  She was absolutely beautiful standing in the moonlight!  Her laughter made his heart race.  Vin shook his head and smiled.

"I'm sorry.  I knew that wasn't your intention, but I couldn't resist," CAeli confessed.

"I suppose I deserved no less after making you blush over my cologne," he replied as he held out his hand again to help her climb onto the car.

She clasped it and let him pull her up next to him.

"Your hands are like ice.  Are you cold?"

Vin noticed for the first time that she wasn't wearing a coat, and her sweater was relatively lightweight.  He wasn't wearing a coat either; however, the cold wasn't bothering him tonight.

"Yes.  I left my jacket in my car.  I thought your car would be warm."

"Sorry about that.  The heater is busted.  I haven't had a chance to fix it yet.  Here, this will help."

He scooted off the blanket and pulled it up around her shoulders.  She thanked him and wrapped it more tightly around herself as they sat next to each other.  Unfortunately, it was a thin blanket and didn't do much to block the bite of the night wind.  Vin noted her continued discomfort and scooted over so his body shielded her as much as possible.  He was glad to have any excuse to move closer.  After a few minutes of his close proximity, she began to get warm.

"Thank you.  That's much better.  So, what are we doing here?"  CAeli asked.

"Hang on.  You'll see," Vin responded mysteriously.

He checked his watch repeatedly as they chatted the time away.  Finally, after forty-five minutes, he removed the lens covers from the binoculars, aimed them at the sky, and leaned back against the windshield.  He made a few minor adjustments to the knobs on each lens and looked through the binoculars for a several minutes before locating an object in the sky.  Vin passed the binoculars to CAeli and pointed to a section of stars to their left.

"Look over there.  Can you see them?"

CAeli scooted over and leaned on the windshield next to Vin, searching the sky where he pointed.  After a minute, she saw the bright flares hurling across the distance.  Though there were only a few, they were spectacular to watch.

"I see them!  What are they?  Meteors?"  She asked, still looking through the lenses.

"It's the beginning of what will be a week-long meteor shower.  This isn’t much to look at yet.  The astronomers say we should we be able to see the bulk of the show on Monday night.  It's expected to be a grand fireworks display.  You won't even need the binoculars to see them by then," Vin explained.

"That sounds exciting!  I wouldn't mind seeing that," CAeli commented as she tried to stifle a yawn.

"Really?  Would you like to see it with me?"  Vin jumped at the opportunity to secure a second date while this one was going so well.

"Yes, on one condition."

"Name it."

"We have to bring a bigger and warmer blanket so neither of us turns into a popsicle while we watch," she joked.

"You've got a deal and a date!"

As they continued to watch the meteors, passing the binoculars back and forth for another ten minutes, CAeli began to shiver.

"Come on!  Let's get back so you can get warm.  Besides, it's getting late.  I wouldn't want your grandmother to worry about you.  I can't have her thinking I'd let you turn up on the eleven o'clock news."

CAeli folded the blanket and held it out to Vin.

"Hang on to it.  You can throw it over your legs to help keep you warm in the car."

As they climbed inside Vin's car, a large white truck sped down the road.  Vin watched furtively and saw brake lights as the truck came to a sudden stop an eighth of a mile away.  Damn!  He thought.  He was hoping the men in the truck hadn't seen his car as they went past, but Vin wasn't that lucky.  They always seemed to know when he was here and derived some perverse pleasure in harassing him.  Needless to say, they were probably drunk, as was most often their state.

"CAeli, make sure your door is locked."

Vin tried to sound casual as he started the car.  He wanted to get out of there before the truck turned around so CAeli wouldn't be exposed to their mean-spirited antics.  The men didn't typically pose any real threat.  They merely taunted him and, from time to time, put a new dent in his car.  As a rule, Vin tried to avoid them.  Because of his training, he avoided fighting whenever possible, but these guys had a knack for turning up whenever Vin visited the woods.  Once or twice, he'd had to defend himself from their mild aggression.

"What's wrong?"

CAeli noted the way Vin watched the truck and the abrupt change in his manner.  His whole body tensed.  He obviously knew the people in the other vehicle.

"Nothing's wrong.  I'm putting safety first," Vin said.

"I don't believe you!  You're as tense as a tightrope over there.  What's going on?"

As he sped away from the clearing, Vin explained about the men in the truck and their favorite pastime.  CAeli couldn't believe they'd behave like such immature children.  Nevertheless, she also had no desire to see the proof of it.

The truck caught up with them at the next turn.  The driver flashed his bright lights and repeatedly honked the horn.  He kept the truck as close to the bumper of Vin's car as possible on the winding, forest road.  They kept this up until Vin finally reached the main highway.  Here, the truck returned to the woods as Vin pulled out onto the pavement.  They never followed him any further.  Thankfully, this time was no different.
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FROM THE SAFETY OF the truck's cab, Mark watched Vin's car speed away.  Vin would be furious if he ever found out Mark was the one who always let these guys know when he headed toward the forest.  Mark had no idea why his boss insisted he do this to Vin.  They’d been harassing him for the past year.  When Mark questioned his employer, the only answer he ever received was that it had to do with Vin's father and finding his inheritance.  Try though he might, Mark could never learn any additional details.  Even though he disliked the task of irritating his best friend, Mark took solace in the fact that they weren’t trying to hurt Vin, merely annoy him.  Mark's boss assured him this would eventually lead to one of the biggest stories of his career.  

Now, in a completely unexpected turn of events, Mark's second assignment overlapped with his first.  That hadn’t been his intention when he planned for them to bump into each other, but it would certainly make it easier for Mark to work on both concurrently.
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"I'M SORRY!  I DIDN'T intend to include that on our first date," Vin apologized.

He drove through town and pulled up next to her car in the dark café parking lot.  They now stood on opposite sides of her driver's door for the final time that evening.

"Well, Vin, you certainly aren't boring!  I enjoyed the company, and the scenery was beautiful."

"Yes, it is," Vin complimented her as he looked over the door at her and held onto one of her hands.

As he expected, her cheeks reddened slightly at the flattery.  Vin was strongly tempted to lean in and kiss her goodnight, but he decided not to push his luck.  He didn't want her to mistake his intentions.  His interest in her went well beyond her alluring, physical appearance.  He wanted to know everything about her, and he'd told her so as they talked in the cafe.  He wanted her to know everything about him as well.  This spark between them was more than physical!  A powerful, emotional attraction existed that he couldn’t deny.  Vin suspected CAeli felt it, too.

Yet, for being a star on the swim team, CAeli wasn't fond of having a spotlight focused on her.  In fact, she’d never once stood on the podium to accept her awards.  She always made the coach accept on her behalf while she hid in the locker room.  She certainly wasn't used to being complimented on her appearance.  It wasn't a trait she endeavored to glorify.  Of course, she liked to look nice, but CAeli was never into the layers of makeup, designer clothes, and fancy jewelry other girls her age couldn't seem to live without.  All in all, she trended fairly conservative.

"Beautiful scenery, indeed."  His smile focused on her.

"Thank you," she responded shyly, again not looking at him directly.

"I'm glad I got to spend this time with you."

Vin reluctantly started to turn her hand loose, then changed his mind.  He wanted to hold on as long as possible.

"Me, too.  With you, I mean.  I'm glad I could share the evening with you.  I'm only sorry the time went by so fast," CAeli replied flustered.

The way Vin was rubbing her hand made her heart race.  For a moment, CAeli thought he might kiss her goodnight, then he seemed to change his mind.  She was admittedly surprised by her own disappointment.  She'd never imagined herself wanting to be kissed on a first date.  CAeli shivered in response to the thought and the cool breeze that blew across the parking lot.

"I guess that proves the old saying.  Time does fly when you're out with a pretty girl."

"I don't think that's how it goes."

"It works for me!  However, if we stand out here much longer, you're going to freeze."

Vin noticed her chill and stepped around behind her.  He reached into her car to retrieve the jacket off the passenger's seat and placed it around her shoulders.  Vin let his hands rest on CAeli's shoulders as he stood directly in front of her now.

"Better?"

"Yes.  Thanks.  You're right.  I should get home.  Jaddah will start to worry before long."

"Well, until Monday then.  Goodnight, CAeli."

Vin found it incredibly difficult to tear himself away from her.

"Goodnight, Vin."

CAeli wished the evening didn't have to end.

******
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CAeli grinned foolishly the entire drive home.  How could someone she just met have such a profound effect on her?  Vin was everything she could ask for in a guy.  His great, physical appearance notwithstanding, she found it easy to talk to him.  She felt comfortable with Vin.  Three times today she’d caught a glimpse of his true character.

First, when he saved her from falling into the pool without any idea who she was or what she looked like.  His compassion wasn't doled out based on superficial traits.  Instead, he seemed to offer it freely.  In her case, it didn't matter that he was part of the reason why she’d been in need.

Then, his willingness to risk injury to himself rather than let her get hurt at the coffee shop was a genuinely chivalrous act.  She also
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