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1

THE SWEET SMELL OF WILD FLOWERS awakens my senses as their fragrance flows in the gentle breeze. Long blades of grass brush against my ankles, tickling my skin. The sun’s warmth radiates down on me, and I tilt my face toward the sky to soak it in. The warmth spreads throughout my body, eliciting a feeling of peace and calm. 

I can feel someone watching me, but the presence of the hidden onlooker doesn’t shake my tranquility. Opening my eyes, I turn to meet my observer, but a sound distracts me, pulling me away from my beautiful surroundings.

“Ugh,” I groan as I turn off the alarm on my bedside table, frustrated my dream has come to an end yet again without seeing who’s watching me. I wonder how it’s possible to dream the same few moments every night, only to wake up at the exact same moment, never seeing the person standing before me. 

Although it’s only a dream, I can’t seem to shake the feeling that it’s more of a memory, a place I have been before. Maybe it’s because I’ve been having the dream for years now. It has been so long that I can’t even recall the first time I had it. 

Forcing myself to let go of the questions from my unresolved dream, I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes. I shuffle to the bathroom, turn on the faucet, and let the cool water run over my hands before splashing it on my face in an attempt to shock away the drowsiness. I switch the water to hot so I can feel the warmth of my dream on my face again. It’s not the same. Instead of the smell of flowers, I smell coffee brewing downstairs. My soft fuzzy slippers hug my toes instead of brushing against my ankles, and, when I turn, the only one watching me is George. I scratch behind his ears, and he makes a quiet noise of approval before licking my face and running downstairs to try and charm his way into some breakfast scraps. 

I sigh and brush the tangles from my hair. Another day has come just like any other. I head back into my room and grab a plain black t-shirt to wear with my plain gray jeans. I walk over to the mirror and assess myself, my reflection staring back at me. My dark brown hair is thick and heavy as it spills over my shoulders. The only color I’m wearing today is the light blue in my eyes, just like my mother’s. Every bit of me resembles her, from my dark hair and blue eyes to my slender frame and average height. I shrug. I guess this will have to do for today. It’s not like I’m trying to impress anyone, I think. Being from a relatively small town, I have gone to school with the same kids since kindergarten. Although I know all of them as well as brothers and sisters, something about them, and this place, makes me feel as though I don’t belong.

“Kiya,” my mother’s voice interrupts my thoughts, “you’re going to be late!”

I grab my backpack off the floor and head downstairs. My father is already at the breakfast table with George’s head resting in his lap. I laugh at George’s futile attempt. It’s the same every day, and he has yet to get anything from my dad at the table. My mother has toast and juice waiting for me. I take the seat across from my father, and he looks over his paper at me and smiles.

“Morning Ki.”

“Morning Dad,” I reply with my mouth full of toast. “Anything exciting on the agenda today?”

“Same old, same old. Business meetings and conference calls. Although I do have a thrilling memo to send out today.” 

“Sounds great!” 

He smiles at my sarcastic tone and takes one last sip of his coffee before grabbing his briefcase and heading toward the door. 

“Have a good day at school today, and by that I mean be good!” I shake my head at his comment. I’m always good. Just because I don’t go along with everyone else and decide to do things my own way doesn’t mean I’m a trouble maker. He turns to give me a wink before shutting the door behind him. 

I finish my toast and start to head out the door as well before my mother stops me. She puts her hands on my shoulders and sighs. “Where has all the color gone?” My mom has always been one to express herself through her bright clothing and sparkly jewelry. She seems a bit disappointed that I don’t share her flamboyant style. 

“It’s all on the inside,” I say with an exaggerated smile.

“Well, that’s certainly the truth.” She smiles back at me and gives me a hug. “Have a good day at school. Try not to drive your teachers crazy today.”

“I’ll try,” I promise, as I head out the door and into the brisk morning. The weather here is usually warm but unpredictable at times. I can’t help thinking I should have grabbed a sweatshirt as I skip down the front steps, but the walk to school isn’t far and it should warm up in an hour or two, so I decide against it. 

As I reach the sidewalk, I notice a boy standing directly across the street from my house. He looks to be about my age, but I have never seen him before. I immediately notice his dark brown hair and blue eyes and think he looks as though we could be related. The lack of color in his clothing makes us even more alike. The sleeves of his black shirt are rolled up to the elbows, and his arms are crossed in front of his chest. He is staring straight at me, and I begin to feel a bit awkward. I turn to see if maybe he is looking at something behind me, but nothing unusual is there. When I turn back, he’s gone. I look down the street but don’t see any sign of him. That’s impossible, I think to myself. He was just standing right in front of me. I turn around in a circle looking in every direction, and as I do, I run right into my best friend Sam. 

“Good morning!” she says in her overly cheerful voice. She looks concerned when I don’t respond and look around her instead. “Um, hello!?” 

“Sorry,” I say. “Did you see that boy?”

“What boy?” She raises her eyebrows at me like I’m crazy but begins to look up and down the street as well.

“The one who was just standing right there,” I say, pointing across the street. 

Samantha raises her hand to my forehead. “Are you feeling alright?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I push her hand away and glance up and down the street one last time. “I’m just asking if you noticed him. I’ve never seen him before, and I don’t know where he went.” 

“Ooooo, maybe he’s new! Wouldn’t that be exciting?” Her singsong tone is back. “Maybe he’s on his way to our school right now!”

“Maybe.” I’m still perplexed as we start walking toward Monroe High. Sam continues to chatter at me as we walk. She always has a slight skip in her step, and the yellow dress she’s wearing seems to bounce with her as we go. Samantha is so full of life, and I envy her for it. She never seems to have a difficult time with anything she does. Her school work and social life, even her outfits, are always perfect. That’s why it’s so surprising that she chose me for her best friend. Me, in my drab clothing, with my pessimistic view of school and the world in general. Perhaps she and I balance each other out. 

I’m still lost in my thoughts when we approach the front of our school. It’s always beautiful this time of year. The trees are beginning to turn a pale orange, which stands in contrast to the still green shrubs. The summer annuals have been replaced with more hearty flowers of oranges and reds. It’s a beautiful sight that is ruined by the hulking brick building a few feet behind it. 

Students litter the grounds, and most of them are spending their morning the way they always do—immersed in gossip. I stare at them blankly, wondering how long it will take them to realize there is a world outside of Jacksonville. Samantha waves happily at them all as she bounces by. They wave back before continuing their meaningless conversations. Sam has always been friends with everyone. Most of the time it doesn’t bother me, but I don’t know how she can tolerate some of the girls at our school. 

We head through the front doors, and she stops to talk to a few of her other friends. I keep walking, heading straight to my first period class. The rooms here are small and stuffy. The single window is near the back of the room, and the desks face the opposite direction. The only view I have to look forward to is the teacher and the people’s heads in front of me. Because I prefer not to stare at the overly hair-sprayed heads of my classmates, I choose a seat up front. Students begin filing into the room and take the seats behind me. Samantha skips in, taking a seat directly to my right. She loves sitting in the front as well but for very different reasons. 

Only one more year after this one, I remind myself as I pull out my tattered notebook covered in doodles. My Algebra book follows, looking as if it has never been opened. It’s not because I don’t like algebra; I just don’t see the point. I feel like I waste fifty-five minutes of my life every day learning about equations I will never use outside of school. I try to ask Mr. Lancaster why we learn the things we do, and why the equations work, but he never gives me a straight answer. His response is always the same: “Math is essential to life. We use it in everything we do.”

As if on cue, Mr. Lancaster strolls into the room and sets his things on the table at the front. He looks at the class expectantly but then appears to deflate when he sees me sitting in the front row. The teachers at Monroe High seem to be exhausted by my constant questions.

He forces a smile and writes an equation on the blackboard. Our school apparently didn’t get the memo that it’s the twenty-first century. We still sit in chairs that are attached to the desks and have to listen to the occasional screech of nails on a chalkboard when the chalk is worn down to its end. Mr. Lancaster pauses as if he’s waiting for my question, but I simply open my notebook and copy the morning warm up. I see him sigh with relief as he begins to walk through the desks and monitor our progress on the daily problem. He lingers at my desk for a while, and I wait for him to comment on my work, but he just stands there as if contemplating whether or not it’s worth the effort before moving on to the next row of students. As I’m waiting for the rest of the class to finish the problem, I allow my thoughts to take me away from the room. Without guidance, my thoughts linger on the boy from this morning, and I consider that maybe Sam was right—maybe he’s new and I will see him later today. 

Someone plops noisily down in the seat beside me, interrupting my thoughts. I roll my eyes when I see who it is. Jake is a junior as well and usually as punctual as he is this morning. I can feel his eyes on me. “Good morning, Kiya.” He lets the words roll off his tongue in such a way that he almost sounds sincere. Although I know he doesn’t really want to wish me a good morning, I do believe he sincerely enjoys torturing me. Jake is the “it” boy in our grade. Blonde hair, green eyes, any girl’s dream date. Except mine. I think deep down it bothers him that I don’t swoon over him like all the other girls in school do. 

“Don’t waste your time on her, Jake; she doesn’t like boys.” Kelly’s voice, shrill but sweet from the back of the room, is right on cue. Her carbon-copy followers all snort at her comment as though it was the funniest thing they’ve ever heard.

“You’re right, Kelly. I’m not like you. I prefer men to boys.” I get a slight satisfaction out of seeing the split second of pure hatred cross her face before she mumbles something incomprehensive to me and everyone else in the front of the room. Whatever it was, it was good enough to get another giggle from her cohort, which isn’t saying much.

“Alright, alright,” Mr. Lancaster interrupts us, “let’s turn this passion towards our problem.” This gets him several groans, but his enthusiasm stays strong as he grabs a piece of chalk and walks slowly around the room, selecting his victim carefully. My heart leaps with excitement as he gently places the chalk on Kelly’s desk. “Kelly, why don’t you grace us with your answer to this morning’s problem.”

Kelly struggles through the next few moments quite ungracefully, and I love every minute of it. Eventually she surrenders the chalk to Mr. Lancaster as he takes pity on her and walks the class through the rest of the problem.

The low tone of the bell releases us from our morning torture, and the hallways flood with bodies pushing and shoving to get to their next classes. Sam and I go our separate ways; we won’t have another class together until seventh period. Jake jogs to catch up with me, and I quicken my pace in a hopeless attempt to avoid him. We somehow have identical schedules, and I know that even if I can escape him in the hallway, he will slip into the desk beside me as soon as we get to class. His newfound proximity the last few weeks has been slowly driving me insane.

I manage to elude him in the hallway and slip unnoticed into science class. I quickly scan the room and find a seat near the back in between two upperclassmen. Both of them seem shocked when I plop down and begin to take out my books. 

“Um hi,” one of them says. “That seat is actually taken; Brad sits there every day.”

“Not today.” I smile back as Jake walks in and searches the room. He looks defeated as soon as he finds me. He decides to take the seat directly in front of me, which I soon find out is even more obnoxious than having him directly next to me. He looks pleased at his achievement. I don’t know what game he is playing, but I don’t like it. Turning to the side, I notice the upperclassmen still staring wide mouthed at me, so surprised that an underclassman, and girl, has encroached on their space. A boy, that I can only assume is Brad, walks through the door next and begins to walk toward my seat. He stops a few feet short and stares at me.

“Hello,” I say putting on an overly enthusiastic grin. He blinks at me a few times and then, without a word, turns and walks back out the door.

“My, my, don’t you have quite the effect on people.” Jake is leaning over the back of his chair, staring directly at me again.

“I’ve obviously struck your fancy.” 

Jake continues to smile mischievously at me. I haven’t repelled him yet, but it’s enough to get him to turn around. I’m beginning to find this morning quite amusing as a third upperclassman walks in and sits directly behind me, looking panicked. 

He taps his friend on the shoulder and exclaims, “Dude, that’s not Brad!”

“You sure?” I ask. I’m having way too much fun with them now. I wonder how long it will take for them to let go of the fact that I am sitting in Brad’s seat. Thankfully I don’t have to wonder long because Mrs. Matthews walks in and begins her daily instruction. She is the one teacher that never grows weary of my constant questions and always has an answer to my incessant “whys.” All of her answers are logical and supported by scientific fact. Unfortunately, to me, science is more fiction than fact. I refuse to believe that certain moments in life can be explained by science, and even if they can, they shouldn’t be.

No matter how many times I debate her, or how many questions I throw her way, she always handles me with patience. For that, I respect her, and today I sit quietly and listen. She seems amused by the atmosphere in the classroom this morning and plays along by calling me Brad when I raise my hand to answer a question. Even though I find it hilarious, I can’t help but feel sorry for Brad’s baffled friends still sitting around me. Their reactions have only furthered my feelings toward this school and my classmates, but I’m glad I am still able to find amusement in it all, and I wonder how long it will last.

The rest of the morning follows a similar pattern as I move from class to class and continually try to find a seat isolated from Jake. He enjoys this new game we’re playing and rises to each occasion. By fourth period, he has forced two giggling girls from their seats, although it wasn’t much of a battle; when faced with no other option, he has actually plopped himself on the floor next to my desk. Of course he was forced to move, but at least he tried. I’m thankful to find solace under a tree for lunch, but I do wish Sam and I had the same lunch period so I could get her take on Jake’s odd behavior. 

I’m really looking forward to seeing Sam again by the time seventh period rolls around. I sit in the front row against the wall, leaving only one empty seat to my right. Sam slides into it, and the seats behind me are quickly taken. Jake is one of the last to walk in and looks hopefully at Sam. 

“Not gonna happen,” she says, forcing him to take a seat in the back of the room. I feel like I can relax for the first time all day.

“So, has mystery boy shown up again?” Sam leans in close and whispers, as if my morning encounter is a secret, and I realize I have completely forgotten about the boy from this morning. I shake my head, and she sighs. “I haven’t seen him either. I was really hoping for someone new and exciting to talk to.”

“Hey!” I protest.

“You know what I mean!” she says, brushing me off with a smile. 

Our conversation is cut short as the tardy bell rings and class begins. I doodle in my notebook as my English teacher, Mr. Ketts, drones on, but just before he loses me completely, something catches my attention. At some point he must have started talking about poetry and is now reading a poem I have never heard before. I glance down at my English book and see the author is listed as unknown. The words hold warmth and beauty, and I find myself drawn to them.

A ray of sunlight shining,

gently giving life below,

to flowers waiting patiently,

swaying to and fro.  

 

And as the life is given, 

the natural overtakes,

anything that is written,

or human nature makes.

I’m quickly lost in the first few verses and don’t hear the rest of the poem. I find myself standing in my dream, in the beautiful meadow, and spend a moment lingering on every detail. The way the flowers dance in the wind. The rays of sun peeking through the clouds gently covering the sky. Each image is more real to me than the ground beneath my feet and the four walls that frame this room. I repeat the words of the poem over in my mind. 

When the bell rings, I sit there in my seat, still lost in my daydream. “Kiya.” The words cut through my thoughts and bring me back to reality. I sigh when I see Sam standing over me and notice we are the only two left in the room. Feeling slightly claustrophobic in the stuffy classroom, I grab my bag and rush to the door with Sam trailing behind me.

Once outside, I slow down, taking deep breaths of the crisp fall air. Sam walks by my side all the way home, chattering happily about her day. I’m thankful for her overzealous personality, as it allows me to walk in silence, mulling the day over in my mind.

“Do you want to work on our history papers together?” Sam asks when we reach my house. 

“I have some other things to take care of tonight. Maybe tomorrow?” It’s never easy for me to lie to Sam because she usually catches me in it before I’m even finished, but tonight I really just want to be alone. 

“Sounds good!” Sam says, completely oblivious to my fib. She continues towards her house, and I let out a sigh of relief. I head inside and set down my backpack by the front door. 

“Mom?” No one answers. Assuming she is running errands, I head up to my room, happy to have some time to myself. I kick off my shoes, lie down on my bed, and lean over to turn on the CD player on my nightstand. Focusing on each note, I allow the music to distract my mind. It’s nice to not think for a while. 

.  .  .  

I FEEL THE FAMILIAR TICKLE of grass on my ankles and realize I’m back in the meadow. A soft warm breeze creates ripples in my white linen dress. Instinctively, I turn my face upward to feel the warmth of the sun. Another familiar feeling tugs at my consciousness, and I feel eyes watching me again—the eyes I have never met. I turn to see them, knowing all too well I will never complete my turn. As my feet shift in the grass, my eyes rest upon a new sight. Two black shoes. I follow the shoes up, and my breath catches in my throat. Beautiful blue eyes, deeper than the ocean, are staring back at me. My heart skips a beat when I recognize the eyes belong to the boy from this morning. His smooth complexion is only interrupted by his dark brown hair swept across his forehead. He reaches his hand toward me, his expression intense and determined. I reach for him as well, somehow knowing that taking his hand is the right thing to do, but before our fingers connect, everything goes dark. The warmth of the sun is swallowed by a darkness I’ve never seen before. A darkness I cannot explain but can feel. Everything inside of me flees from the darkness. I feel empty, and despair wraps its cold hands around my chest. Tightness ensues, and I can’t move. I look back toward the boy. His expression has changed. He looks frightened and frantic. He reaches for me still, his eyes begging for me to follow.

I jerk awake, panting, sweating. My heart is racing and my body is shaking. I look over at the clock. 2:30 a.m. I don’t remember falling asleep. My head is pounding, probably from the lack of dinner, and I wonder why no one woke me up. I put my head in my hands and try to slow my breathing. When my body stops shaking and my heart rate steadies, I slide off my bed and quietly walk downstairs.

The house is dark, and I clumsily make my way to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, I find a plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes with a note on it.

I tried to wake you, but you were sound asleep.

I grab the milk instead and pour myself a bowl of cereal. I sit down on one of the bar stools and stare blankly as I eat, not daring to remember my dream. Feeling much better after getting some food in my system, I head back to my room. When I step through my doorway, I freeze, and my heart begins to race again. My bedroom window is wide open, and a breeze is gently blowing the curtains toward me. Sure that my window was closed when I got home, I stare at it in disbelief. 

I shake off the uneasy feeling, reminding myself that my mom came in to check on me. It was probably stuffy in here and she opened the window, I tell myself. 

My feet are silent on the carpet as I cross my room and shut the window. My curtains go limp with the absence of the breeze. I peek out my window and down to the street below. Part of me believes I will find something, but nothing is there.

Lying back down on my bed, I finally allow myself to remember the dream. Although so many details of the dream were terrifying, I can only see his face in my mind, his brilliant blue eyes staring back at me. I’ve had this dream a million times and have never completed the turn. Why now? Why him? It has to be because he is the only unfamiliar face I have seen in a long time, I try to convince myself. 

It doesn’t take long for me to drift back to sleep, and for the first time in what seems like forever, my sleep is dreamless. 

 


2

I WAKE TO THE SOUND of my alarm and shuffle off to the bathroom to get ready for the day. The dream from the night before is tugging at my mind, begging for attention. I try to brush it off, but I can’t shake the feeling of the darkness. After heading back to my room to get dressed, I glance out the window to see what the weather is like and freeze when I see the boy standing across the street looking at my house. I stand there staring, unable to move, a thousand questions running through my mind. Is he really there? Why is he staring at my house? What is he looking at? I fight the urge to look away, afraid that if I do, he will disappear again. I hear my mom calling me from downstairs and know I eventually have to turn away. 

I take the stairs two at a time. When I get to the bottom, I grab a piece of toast and rush to the door, anxious to see if he is still standing there when I open it.

“Kiya!” My mom stops me with her voice. “Why are you in such a rush? I haven’t seen you since yesterday morning. Are you feeling alright?”

“I’m fine,” I say. The shakiness in my voice surprises me. “I was just really tired last night. I feel better now.”

“Well, can you at least sit down and eat your breakfast?” 

I know I will get more questions if I don’t comply, so I take the seat across from my father and take a bite of toast. The bread feels dry in my mouth, and it’s hard to swallow. My dad lowers his paper and winks at me. He has always been good at giving me space. Finishing my toast, I pick my backpack up off the floor.

“Thanks for breakfast. I’ll see you later.”

My mom looks me over and sighs. I can tell she wants to ask more questions, but instead she just gives me a hug and wishes me a good day.

I pause when I get to the door and take a deep breath, trying to calm the unsettling feeling washing over me. Slowly, I open the door and take a step out. The sun is bright, forcing my eyes to close for a moment. I take the opportunity to turn around and shut the door, pretending I don’t know he’s standing there and thinking that I don’t actually know if he still is.

When I turn around, he’s there. He smiles when I look at him and begins to walk toward me. Not sure what to do, I just stand there feeling awkward. When he is only a few feet from me, he stops. 

“Hi,” he says, his voice smooth and soft. “I’m Zac.”

“Kiya” is all I manage to choke out. I stretch out my hand to shake his, and he lifts his hand but doesn’t take mine. Instead, he gently rests his fingers on my cheek and slides them slowly down my face. His touch is warm, considering how chilly it is this morning. My heart begins to race, and I’m frustrated for not feeling more worried about the situation. Instead, I’m distracted by how handsome he is. He looks just like he did in my dream—dark brown hair swept across his forehead, dazzling blue eyes, and a smile that could kill. 

“Um” is all I manage to say. Apparently an incredibly attractive boy with boundary issues is the only thing that can render me speechless. He lowers his hand but doesn’t move. “I haven’t seen you around before. Did you just move here?” I ask, finally shaking myself out of the shock that has immobilized me.

“No, I’m just visiting,” he says and continues to smile.

“Oh. Well, it’s nice to meet you.” I don’t know what else to say or do so I turn and begin to walk toward school. Within a couple of steps, he’s right beside me.

“Where are you going?”

“To school,” I say. “Hence the backpack.”

“When will you be back?” he asks, sounding a bit disappointed. I stop walking and look directly at him. I know I should feel concerned that this boy I know nothing about is incredibly too interested in me and my day, but I don’t. 

“School’s over at three.” I know I’m giving him too much information, but I can’t seem to help it.

“Ok, I’ll see you at three then.”

Before I can say another word, he turns and walks in the opposite direction. I’m so puzzled at what just happened that I stand, unable to move, and watch him walk away. He turns around to look at me and smile one last time, then keeps walking. 

“And what are we gawking at this morning?” Sam’s voice breaks my trance, and I point toward Zac, who is already at the end of the block. “Oh my gosh! Is that him?” She squeals with delight.

“Yep, and I have no idea what just happened!”

“What did happen?” she asks eagerly.

“I don’t know.”

She frowns at my answer. “Did you talk to him?”

“Sort of.”

“Kiya!” I can hear the disappointment in her voice but I don’t know how else to answer her questions. I am still completely baffled by the encounter.

“He said he’ll see me after school,” I blurt out.

“Wow! This is so exciting!” Sam’s enthusiasm makes me smile, but inside I can feel anxiety and anticipation taking root in my stomach. 

.  .  .  

I AM SO ENGROSSED in my thoughts that I’m hardly aware of what is taking place around me, and the day passes quickly. Jake seems extremely disappointed in my behavior today, as I make no attempt to escape him or engage in his conversations. As each class passes, and the end of the day draws near, I feel myself getting more and more nervous. I don’t know what to expect when I get back home, and if he’s there, I don’t know what I’ll do. 

The seventh period bell rings and I am glued to my chair. Sam grabs my arm and begins to drag me out the door. 

“Wait!”

“What? Aren’t you excited to find out what Mr. Mysterious wants?” She smiles mischievously at me. I’ve never been one to be nervous or uncertain about anything, and I know she’s enjoying seeing me this way. I’ve also never been one to be smitten with a boy, especially one that I just met and know nothing about. 

She must be able to see my internal struggle because she changes her tone a little. “We have the whole walk home to prepare you for this.”

Her words make me relax a little, but I know I will be walking a lot slower today. I follow her out the front doors and run into her back when she stops abruptly. “Oh my gosh!” Sam exclaims. I can hear the smile in her voice.

“What?” I say, stepping around her. There, leaning against a tree, is Zac. His arms are folded, and he is staring straight at me, wearing a small smirk. I stare at him, mouth open, speechless yet again. 

“What are you waiting for?” Sam says, giving me a slight push in his direction. I stumble forward, and his eyes follow me the whole way. When I get close, his face brightens into a full smile. 

“What are you doing here?”

“You said three. It’s 3:15.”

“Same difference.” I shake my head as he smiles, looking quite proud of himself, and turns to follow me as I start walking toward my house.

I look back at Sam. “Are you coming?”

“No, no. You two go ahead. I have some other things I need to do.” I scowl at her, and she winks back. 

Knowing that I’m on my own now, I set a brisk pace. Zac matches my hasty speed easily. His hands are in his pockets, and despite the fact that we are walking rather fast, he is staring at me. Even though I can feel his eyes on me, I keep walking with my gaze forward. It’s partly because I don’t want to meet his eyes and partly because I know I will stumble and embarrass myself if I don’t watch where I’m going. Grace has never been my strong point.

“So why are you following me?” I finally get up the nerve to ask. 

“Do you feel like I’m following you?” He seems partly amused and partly concerned.

“Well, you’ve shown up outside of my house twice, and you were waiting for me outside of my school today.” I’m careful with my tone because, for some reason, I don’t want him to think I’m upset.

He stops and puts his hand gently on my arm to stop me. He searches my face, looking a little concerned. “It was not my intention to make you feel uncomfortable. I just really wanted to get to know you.” His words are sincere, and I feel myself blush. He must be able to see the color in my cheeks because he starts to smile again. 

“Okay, what do you want to know?” I say as I resume walking, slowing my pace slightly. 

He asks me several questions, starting with how long I’ve lived in Jacksonville. He inquires about my family, as well as Sam and school. Regardless of how personal his questions are, I answer each one honestly. I’m surprised at how easy it is to talk to him. When we finally reach my house, he seems to be out of questions. I stop, not knowing what to do next. 

He searches my face with his eyes again and reaches up to touch my cheek like he did this morning. “It was really nice to talk to you, Kiya.”

Instinctively, I back away from his touch and immediately see the disappointment on his face. He lowers his hand and continues to look at me as if he’s trying to discern the answers to questions he didn’t ask. 

“Is there anything you wanted to ask me?” he finally says. I realize we spent the entire time talking about me, and I still know nothing about him. What do I want to know about him? There are so many questions I want to ask, but I know I don’t have much time. My mom will be home soon, and I don’t want to have to explain Zac to her. 

I decide to ask the one question that has been on my mind all day. “Why are you here?”

“I told you,” he says, his smiling returning, “I’m just visiting.”

“How long are you staying?”

“Not very long.” His expression changes suddenly, and concern spreads across his face. “As long as I need to.”

I start to ask him what he means but stop when I see my mom’s car turn onto our street out of the corner of my eye.

“I have to go,” I say and rush inside. Closing the door behind me, I lean all of my weight against it. I can feel the warmth of my blushing cheeks and the pounding of my heart. He’s not staying long, I say to myself, and I’m surprised at the disappointment I feel. I peek out the window, but he is already gone, and my mom’s car is pulling into the driveway.

I set my backpack on a chair in the living room and pull out my homework. Sliding onto one of the bar stools, I get to work trying to look inconspicuous. I don’t want my mom to see the blush on my cheeks or the emotions hiding beneath them. 

“Well, hello!” I hear my mom’s voice from behind me. 

“Hi,” I say, keeping my eyes on my homework. 

“How was your day? Did anything exciting happen?”

“Nope,” I lie, feeling the color return to my cheeks.

“Really? No cute boys walked you home?”

I look up from my work and see her grinning from ear to ear. I sigh and set down my pencil. “It’s nothing, Mom.”

“It didn’t look like nothing. Why didn’t you invite him in? You left the poor boy standing alone on the porch.”

“Because I didn’t want to bring him inside to get the third degree.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“That you ask too many questions.”

“No, I don’t.” 

I can see her start to squirm and know she wants to start asking me a million questions about Zac, but that would prove her statement wrong. 

She turns around and begins to pull things out of the fridge for dinner. I relax a little and get back to my homework just in time to hear her sigh and run back to the counter where I’m sitting.

“Do you go to school with him?”

I shake my head and can’t help but smile. I decide to indulge her since I can’t give her much information because I don’t even know that much about him myself. “No, he doesn’t live here; he is just visiting.”

“Well, then, how did you meet him?”

“I ran into him on my way to school.”

“What’s his name?”

“Zac. I just met him today; I don’t know that much about him. Can we talk about something else?”

“I think you should invite him over for dinner. The poor boy is new and probably needs some friends.”

“He’s just visiting Mom.” I try not to roll my eyes. Somehow, she’s always able to catch me when I do, even if she’s looking in a different direction.

“Well, I still think you should bring him over,” she says before going back to fixing dinner. I sit and stare at my school books for a few more minutes and then give up and put them all away. Sliding into a chair in the living room, I turn on the television for background noise and focus my attention on the window. The sky outside has turned gray, and wind is beginning to shake the trees. Small droplets of rain fall on the window, and I watch each one slide slowly down the glass. The droplets remind me of the way Zac slowly ran his fingers down my face. There was something so different about him but so familiar at the same time. I sit there, staring out the window while trying to analyze the whole situation. I hate having feelings that I can’t explain or understand. However, the more I think of him, the less I care about the whys or hows of it all.

A few hours later I find myself back in my room, under the covers of my bed, listening to the soft pounding of rain on the roof. The rest of my evening was uneventful. I had braced myself when I sat down at the dinner table, but my mom didn’t mention Zac to my dad. Reminding myself to thank her for that later, I close my eyes and listen to the sounds of the storm. I love the rain and how it makes everything seem fresh and new. My room is warm and cozy, and it doesn’t take long for the sounds to lull me to sleep. 
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I AWAKE TO THE AWFUL sound of my alarm clock. I sit up and rub the sleep out of my eyes. Another dreamless night. I don’t understand. I have never been able to escape the dream. My mind wanders to Zac, and my stomach does a flip flop. I shake my head and start to get ready for the day. As I brush the tangles out of my hair and pull a shirt over my head, I notice that I am rushing. Even though I wouldn’t admit it, I know that I’m hoping Zac will be waiting outside of my house this morning. 

I head down to breakfast, feeling excited and nervous. George greets me at the table and wags his tail. My mother must be feeling rather excited today as well because there are bacon and eggs on the table instead of toast. I slip George some bacon under the table, and he swallows it down without chewing.

Knowing my mom is watching me closely, I try not to eat too quickly. I take my time, chewing each bite a few extra times before I swallow. I ask my dad about the storm, and we talk for a few minutes about the strange autumn weather we’ve been experiencing. My mom busies herself in the kitchen, but I know she is thinking about Zac just as much as I am. I finish my food and grab my backpack off the floor. My heart begins to beat faster as I say goodbye to my parents and reach for the door knob. Although I can feel a hint of excitement, I am filled with nervousness. I slowly open the door and step out onto the front porch glancing across the street. He isn’t there. I feel disappointment creeping in as I walk onto the sidewalk and look up and down the street, searching for Zac, but come up empty. Maybe he already left, I think to myself. He did say he wasn’t staying long.

I stand there and wait, worried that if I leave, he will come, and I will miss him. I know I can only wait so long and eventually begin to walk toward school. The ground is wet from the rain, and a moist chill hangs in the air. I inhale deeply, savoring the scent of the after-rain smell. I keep walking, not bothering to avoid the small puddles that have formed along the sidewalk, and soon my shoes are soaked through with water. Sam catches up with me a few blocks later.

“Where’s Mr. Mysterious this morning?”

“I don’t know.” I hear the tinge of sadness in my voice, and it causes Sam to smile.

“You like him!”

“I don’t even know him!”

Knowing Sam, I assume her mind is already made up and nothing I say can sway her. She keeps smiling at me, silently waiting for more information. 

“His name is Zac,” I sigh. Sam is the only one who can break me down like this without even trying.

“And?”

“And he’s just visiting, but that is all I know. Honest!”

She searches me for a moment as if trying to weigh my honesty. “That’s weird he wasn’t there this morning,” she says, finally giving in. 

“Yeah,” I say, disappointment still lingering in my voice. 

“Well, at least it’s Friday!” Sam exclaims, her usual skip returning to her step.

She begins her normal morning chatter, and I try to keep up with her constant change of subjects, but Zac’s words tug at my mind. The concerned look on his face is etched into my memory, his eyes searching for something that he won’t reveal. I know there is something about him, something familiar, but I can’t place it. As we continue to walk, Sam’s voice seems to get farther away, and I am lost in my thoughts. I am lost in his eyes. 

I must have been more distracted than I thought because, before I know it, we are walking up the front steps of school. I stop at the double doors and turn to look back down the street. Even though I won’t admit it to myself, I know what I’m looking for, who I’m hoping to see, but he isn’t there. I turn back toward the school and walk through the doors with a sigh.

My eyes instinctively turn toward my feet as I walk along the cold linoleum hallway. I’ve never noticed how cold our school seems to feel inside, but today the cold is crushing me. I don’t want to be here. The only thing keeping my feet moving forward is the fact that, after today, I get two days away from this place.  

“Good morning!”

The words ring in my ears, and I know the source right away. I shut my eyes and take a deep breath before looking up. “Good morning, Jake,” I reply without attempting to hide my “oh my gosh I don’t want to deal with this today” tone. Apparently he doesn’t catch on and instead starts to walk backward in front of me so I am forced to continue the conversation.

“So, Miss Kiya, are you free at all this weekend?”

I feel my feet freeze, and I stare at Jake in disbelief. He has always joked around about liking me, but since I’m the only girl to ignore him, I have always thought it was a silly game. He has never come straight out and asked me to hang out with him outside of school. I’m speechless. I try to come up with something, but I have never been a good liar. In fact, most of the constructive criticism I have received in life has been about being too honest. Teachers have told me time and time again that it is okay to hide my true feelings about things
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