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	A first kiss…

	 

	Our eyes meet and my body is lulled with desire, channeling a craving that’s been dormant for so long. His closeness feels so familiar to me, awakening every last inch of my body. My blood rushes through my veins, igniting a fire within me. I burn for him.

	He lifts me up and sets me on top of the counter, my legs open and inviting him in. He grips each of my thighs with his hands, digging his fingers into my flesh. His eyes look drunk as they scan the canvas of my body. Without warning, he smashes his lips against mine, thrusting his silky wet tongue into my mouth until we sink into a rhythmic embrace.

	My first kiss and all I can think of is what lies next. I’m starved for more, and this is only the beginning. A slight moan escapes my lips. I grab the back of his neck and tangle my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer to me with intense urgency. I can’t get enough. I arch my back and wrap my legs around him, bringing him into me. I am in my glory.
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	To my husband-

	May our souls live on for Eternity
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Chapter 1

	 

	It is a Monday morning, late September. I am walking down the hall toward my first period class, listening to murmurs and whispers about “the new kid in school.” The girls are in a tizzy over his stifling hotness, and the boys are on guard, ready to mark and protect their territory. Whatever it takes for the girls of this school to remain their girls. This sort of behavior seems so animalistic and just downright ridiculous to me. I mean, how hot can this guy really be?

	I go through the day hearing more and more gossip. This girl swore he winked at her, and this one had a long, meaningful conversation with him already and so on. Once I finally reach sixth period lunch, I assume I might be able to relax and talk about something different with my friends, but I am wrong. The buzz of this boy swarms around me like a tornado. The girls have war in their eyes, and they are ready to strike in order to knock out any competition that gets in their way. The boys just look downright miserable with pouty faces, as though their shiny new toys have just been stolen from under them. 

	After grabbing my lunch, I take a seat in the middle of the table with my girlfriends: Jenna, with her snow-white hair in a pixie cut, fire-engine red lipstick and wrist full of 



	



	colorful friendship bracelets; Bailey, my childhood best friend, with eyes of tourmaline crystal and beautiful long black hair as thick as a horse’s mane; and then there’s Maddie, my soul sister with natural grace, judgeless brown eyes, and a smile that invites you to tell all. They’re so caught up in the buzz that they don’t even realize I have sat down.

	“Ahem.” I clear my throat loud enough for everyone to hear. They all turn with a startled look.

	“Oh hey, Raina. We were just talking about that new kid, Brent. Have you seen him yet?” Bailey asks, her blue eyes wide with enthusiasm. 

	This is unbelievable. My friends, too, have caught on to the “new kid” craze. 

	“Yeah, he’s gorgeous!” Maddie chimes in, her face lit up like a kid in a candy store.

	 My head snaps back, brows furrowed. “No, not yet, and I really don’t care if I do or not.” They all give me the same look, implying that I should wait to see the goods before making any assumptions. “Seriously, guys! He’s just a boy, for God’s sake!” I gripe, trying to snap them back into reality.

	“Raina, stop being so cynical all the time, will you?” Jenna begs. “Anyways, we were actually just talking about going to Billiards after school to shoot some pool—you game?”

	“Yeah, I’m game,” I reply. “Is Jason going to be there?” I only ask her because there’s just something about her boyfriend that I don’t like. I can’t seem to put my finger on it, though, and it’s driving me nuts!

	 Jenna met him at a café in town a couple of months ago. It seemed as though we couldn’t escape him, like everywhere we were, there he was. At first I couldn’t tell which one of us he was interested in. He seemed to study us, almost as if he were trying to determine who would be the easiest target. Jenna has always been a little standoff-ish when it comes to boys and a little self-conscious when it comes to herself. You would never guess that with the way she portrays herself to others, though. So any attention, good or bad, she will accept. That’s how Jason entered into her life, our lives.

	“Of course he’s going to be there! Why wouldn’t he be?” Jenna asks. 

	“Jenna, don’t you two do anything apart?” Maddie asks. 

	Maddie’s more like me—a strong, independent woman with no need for a man. 

	“Yeah! Come on, Jenna! Let’s just make it a girls’ night. Please?” Bailey begs with her blue puppy-dog eyes and folded, pouty lip.

	Jenna gives us the evil eye. “Okay, okay. I’ll think of something to tell him,” she says, finally caving in. Unfortunately, I can see anguish written all over her face, like it actually pains her to be apart from him. How do girls get so wrapped up in someone else that they put themselves last? Is that what love is really about? If so, I never want to be in love.

	I watch Bailey as her eyes bug out of her head. “OMG! There he is!” she whispers loudly, as her eyes fall ahead of me.      

	 I refuse to look. I will not allow myself to become a mindless follower, swooning over some boy who will just pick one of the Janets or Caseys on the volleyball team in the end. 

	“On that note, girls, I’m out. See ya after school,” I shout, throwing up a peace sign. I exit through the back doors of the cafeteria to be sure I don’t cross paths with the new kid.

	“Oh, Raina, come on!” I hear the girls yelling from behind me. 

	I head over to the library to kill some time before my next class. It’s quiet and peaceful in there, and I always feel a wave of calmness when walking through those doors. I think it may have something to do with all these words that have come together, creating stories, written by all these amazing authors who now surround me. I love books. Something about seeing through someone else’s eyes and living a mere moment in someone else’s life soothes me. 

	I take a seat at the table in the back, take out Christopher Pike’s Blood Thirst from my book bag, and dive into the book. The main character, Sita, is so empowering, bold, and immortal, yet carefree and fragile all at once. 

	The thought of living a thousand years is so intriguing but ultimately depressing, having to outlive everyone and anyone who enters your life. Still, it makes me wonder, what would I give to have all eternity in my hands?

	As I contemplate this, I hear a chair skid across the carpet in front of me. I slowly bring my book down, low enough to peek over. 

	I furrow my brows. “Can I help you?” I ask the boy sitting at the table across from me, feeling a bit perplexed and apprehensive. A smirk spreads across his face as his smoky golden eyes bore into mine. 

	“No, just taking in the view,” the boy answers back with swagger.

	Is this kid crazy or something? I know he can’t possibly be talking about me, and the library isn’t much to look at either.

	I glance behind me. “The view, huh? Kinda hard to believe, since we’re sitting in a library,” I comment sarcastically.

	“Very true. But I wasn’t talking about the scenery; I was more or less talking about you,” he replies. “My name is Brent,” he says while extending his hand for me to shake. Immediately, I feel the thump-thump, thump-thump of my heart pumping with great intensity. An ice-cold shiver rushes down my arms and throughout my body, and I can’t help but stare at his soft, pristinely manicured hand, as though touching it would be the death of me. An end to all means. But most of all, I’m afraid of the burning scar his touch might leave on me. 

	I continue to stare at him, not sure where this is going. He eventually drops his hand. I’m kind of wondering if maybe this is a joke, like he was put up to this or something. Maybe I’m being punked and everyone is hiding behind the bookcases, waiting for him to make a fool out of me. 

	But Brent just continues to gawk at me with this indescribable charisma. I feel as though he’s drawing me in with the golden blaze of his eyes but making me question his intentions with a devilish grin.

	“Ahem.” Brent clears his throat, looking amused, and leans his head to the side, waving his hand to get my attention.

	“Oh, sorry. I’m Raina,” I finally reply after leaving my trance. 

	“Hi, Raina. It’s nice to finally meet you,” he says, as though he’s been waiting for this moment his entire life. 

	“Finally?” I question, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. “You say that as though we should already know each other.”

	I watch as he adjusts his shoulders and reassesses himself before responding. “I saw you in the hallway this morning and then again in the cafeteria. I just felt like you were someone I wanted to meet,” he confesses. “The cafeteria felt a little crowded, with all eyes on me, so I left to get some air,” Brent finishes, shrugging his shoulders.

	“And you followed me here?” 

	I can’t believe that just came out of my mouth. Of course he’s not stalking me! Why would anyone want to do that?

	“I wasn’t stalking you, if that’s what you’re thinking. When I passed by, I saw you sitting alone. I felt like this was my chance to introduce myself without any watchers lurking,” he admits with a kind of sincerity. At least, I think he’s being sincere.

	Before I can even respond, the bell rings. I stand up and quickly gather my book off the table to place in my book bag. I push in my chair and smile at him as he begins to stand up. I turn to walk away, not knowing what else to say to him. 

	An intense warmth stings my hand, goose bumps rage through my skin as my hair rises from my body. I pause slowly, turn around, and look down. Brent’s hand is now touching mine. 

	“Raina, when can I see you again?” 

	 The energy from his hand is climbing through my every limb, awakening the parts of me that lay dormant for so long.

	“Why would you want to see me again?” I question, a little dumbfounded, taking my hand back.

	He steps closer. “Because I like you.” Straight to the point. 

	I turn slowly around, not sure how to answer this, and I can feel the heat off his body as he walks beside me. I stop when we get to the glass doors. “Listen, you seem nice and all, but I have a boyfriend,” I say, leaving him speechless. I’m completely shocked that this lie just came rolling off my tongue so easily. I hate lying, but I hate being let down even more so, and I’m sure that’s just what he would do eventually.

	After gym class, I head to my last period class—History. I head to my seat in the second row. Up until now, the seat behind me has been vacant. Not any longer, though. Now Brent sits directly behind me.       

	He watches me intently as I place my book bag on the floor. I almost sense a longing in his eyes, but that can’t be possible, because he barely even knows me. I feel the heat rising to my cheeks, embarrassed for this thought to even pass through my mind. He could have any girl in this school; why would he want some normal Jane like me?

	Brent cracks a smile. I return a quick, sharp one and turn around fast enough to avoid any conversation. I can hear him snicker to himself, but I can’t understand what is so funny.

	The butterflies in my stomach begin fluttering madly, and that crazy, intense feeling comes swarming through my body again. Just knowing he is close enough for me to reach out and touch sparks my heightened awareness. I do not want to feel this way. I refuse to feel this way!

	Thank goodness our History teacher, Mr. Jones, closes the door to signal the beginning of class. Mr. Jones reminds me a lot of the actor Danny DeVito—short, chubby, and balding. He’s been teaching eleventh-grade History for more than thirty years now, and I have to admit that he has the ability to draw me into the past. 

	Last week, we began the studies of women’s rights—the right for women to vote and to join in the workforce. If it weren’t for the amazing, strong-willed women from our past paving the way, I wouldn’t have my freedom of choice: the choice to be heard, the choice to be seen as my own individual, and the choice to pave my own path in this world, whatever that may be.

	“Okay class, please take out your textbook and turn to page thirty-four,” Mr. Jones directs, as he picks up the chalk and begins scribbling on the board.

	The life of a woman in the eighteen hundreds. 

	Mr. Jones smacks the chalk down on the railing, creating a small puff of chalk dust, and turns around to face the class.

	“What comes to mind when you read this?” he asks, walking up and down the aisles and pounding his fists together after snapping his fingers.

	Brent is the first one to raise his hand, surprisingly. “Ah, the first to step up to the plank,” says Mr. Jones. “What comes to your mind when you read this, um…?”

	“It’s Brent. I see long, tiring days filled with the longing for freedom, forbidden love, hands full of dirt, and eyes full of dreams,” Brent responds so poetically.

	I look around the quiet classroom. Boys are putting their hands up in defeat while the girls’ eyes widen. I just roll my eyes at his pretension, but deep down inside, I’m kind of in awe of the words he chose to use. It was as if he’s lived what he spoke about. Strange. 

	“Well done, Brent,” the teacher praises him with a small clap. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Mr. Jones looks around the classroom. “Does anyone have anything to add?”

	Before I can tell my hand to stay put, it’s waving in the air. Brent looks me over slowly, as though he is wondering what I can possibly add.

	“Yes. Raina, is it?” Mr. Jones questions.

	I have no idea what on God’s earth made me raise my hand. I’m usually never this bold. “Yes,” I reply.

	“Please, enlighten us.” He walks towards me, hands behind his back.

	“How about the desire to be equals, the lust to be heard, the option to say ‘no,’” I spit out as I squint my eyes in Brent’s direction.

	“Very good point, Raina,” says the teacher, head slowly nodding in approval. He scans the room for any other takers.

	Brent has a smirk on his face. I think he’s actually getting a kick out of ruffling my feathers. “Why are you looking at me like that?” I question him in an angry whisper. 

	He leans over his desk, bringing himself a little closer. “You intrigue me,” he admits. “And you make me smile.”

	“You find me interesting?” I ask with some sarcasm, but also some confusion, at his response. What could he possibly find so interesting about me?

	“Ahem,” Mr. Jones clears his throat, hinting for us to be quiet. 

	Brent sits back in his chair, and I turn around. I can still feel the intensity of his gaze burning into my back. 

	I finish the remainder of the class with tense muscles, a tornado of angry butterflies flying rapidly through my body, and my leg twitching in a nervous spasm. This is such a new and odd feeling for me. I almost feel alien-like. Brent causes all these sensations that I never knew existed—and I barely even know him. 

	The bell rings for class to let out. Before I can grab my bag and run, Brent is already standing beside my desk. 

	I slam by books in my bag and look up. “Can you please stop?” I ask, aggravated. 

	“Stop what?” Brent replies, his hands up and an intentionally shocked look on his face. He can’t possibly be serious.

	“This. Stop this,” I say, flailing my arms about. “What do you want from me?” I throw my book bag over my left shoulder and walk towards the classroom door in a hurry, hoping to lose him. Unfortunately, I don’t have a chance.

	“I told you. I want to get to know you. Maybe you can show me around. Please?” Brent puts on his best puppy-dog face. I have to admit—and I would never admit this aloud to anyone—he’s kind of making my heart melt. No one has ever, ever made me feel this way, especially in such a short amount of time.

	“Okay, okay! I’ll show you around sometime,” I agree, hoping to keep my distance so I don’t fall for him.

	As we walk through the hallway in deep conversation, I soon realize we are being closely watched by the rest of the school’s population. My stomach drops. 

	I stop in front of my locker to drop off some of my books, hoping he might feel on display and walk away, but he doesn’t. Instead, it’s almost as though he enjoys having the spotlight on us, which completely baffles me, because he was trying to escape it just a couple of hours ago.

	“Good. Come on, let’s go. We can take my car,” he says, face lit up like it’s Christmas. He grabs my book bag from me and begins to walk towards the double doors leading out to the parking lot.

	“Wait, I can’t go with you now. I have somewhere I have to be,” I explain, trying to grab my book bag from his grip. He swings it behind him.

	“Well, I’ll go with you,” he offers. 

	I try to snatch my bag back again. “You can’t. I’m sorry. Where I’m going is for girls only,” I state firmly, hoping he gets the point.

	“Girls only, huh?” Brent responds with that devilish grin again. “Okay, I get the point. So, tomorrow it is.” He hands me my book bag, gives me a wink, and heads off to his car. 

	I think I must have been holding my breath the whole time, because as he walks away, I let out a chestful of air. I feel a little aggravated, but also a little intrigued. 
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Chapter 2

	 

	I pull up in front of Billiards and see a couple of kids from school standing in a semicircle near the front door, smoking cigarettes. These are the “emo” kids in school: black eyeliner, black hair, and black clothes with chains hanging from the pants. I give them a quick smile as I walk inside. I’ve never been one to judge anyone. I try to stay friendly and open-minded to all groups and cliques in my school. To each his own, right? Who am I to say what is socially correct?

	My girlfriends are at the third table down from the bar on the right. Maddie and Bailey are shooting some pool one on one, and sitting down on the stool is Jenna, with Jason standing by her side. I had a feeling he would be here, but I was hoping that maybe this one time Jenna could put her foot down and allow it to just be us girls. 

	“Hi guys. Who’s winning?” I ask, pulling a stool up next to Jenna.

	“Um, moi, of course!” Bailey responds in an egotistical tone.

	“Shut up, Bailey!” Maddie adds, half-joking, half-serious. We all just laugh, except for Jason; he just stands next to Jenna like a bodyguard. 

	“So Jason, what brings you here?” I question, eyes squinting back and forth between him and Jenna.

	“Raina!” Jenna gripes, giving me the look of death.

	“Yeah, we were thinking the same thing,” Bailey chimes in. “This was supposed to be girls’ time.” She lands the three ball in the corner pocket.

	“You girls get to see Jenna all throughout the day. I just missed her, can’t be without her. What’s so bad about that?” he asks. 

	 Jenna becomes completely defensive. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with that!” she says, giving us all the evil eye and puckering her lips for a kiss from Jason.

	I can’t win. Maybe this would be a good time for some interrogating. “Jason, you said you weren’t originally from around here. Where are you from?” I ask.

	“My parents are from up North,” he replies, with no enthusiasm whatsoever.

	I’m going to have to drag it out of him. “Up North, huh? Like where up North?” 

	“Canada,” Jason snaps. “Babe, I’m gonna get a drink from the bar. You girls want anything?” He purposely squirms his way out of my interrogation. 

	“No, thanks,” Bailey and Maddie respond simultaneously. I just shake my head. As soon as Jason’s out of earshot, Jenna starts in.

	“OMG, Raina! What was that?” she snaps. Bailey comes over to intervene.

	“Come on, Jenna. I was just trying to get to know him. What’s wrong with that?” I ask, trying to look sincere. But she knows me better than that.

	“There’s nothing wrong with that. Right, Jenna?” Bailey interjects, trying to defuse the situation. 

	“There would be nothing wrong with it if Raina was actually being sincere, but she’s not,” Jenna says defensively.

	I look over at Maddie, and she is completely oblivious to our conversation. Or maybe she’s purposely staying out of the conversation. 

	“Jenna, I’m sorry but it’s been months, and we barely know anything about him,” I say quietly, trying to get her to understand where I’m coming from. Jenna just rolls her eyes and Bailey scoots back over to the pool table nonchalantly, warning me of Jason’s presence.

	He hands a drink to Jenna. “What did I miss?” he asks, obviously feeling the tension between all of us. 

	I can’t pretend to be nice any longer. “Alright girls, I’m gonna head home. I have some homework to do still.” I hop off my stool and walk past Jenna and Jason. 

	“Raina, you just got here,” Maddie says, her hands on her hips.

	I wave behind me. “Just call me later,” I say, heading to the door.

	They all wave goodbye. As I look over my shoulder, I can see Jason watching me out of the corner of his eye. Its gives me the chills. I know there’s something he’s hiding from us, and I am determined to find it out. When Maddie calls me tonight, I am going to recruit her to assist me with this. She’s good at research and good at keeping secrets. 

	If Jenna finds out, she’ll never talk to me again.

	 

	 

	As I pull into my driveway, I receive a text. 

	“Hey.” 

	“Who is this?” I type back.

	“It’s Brent.” 

	I am a little dumbfounded at the moment. How in the heck did he get my number already? I never even gave it to him. I feel a little invaded, but also a little giddy inside, knowing he’s made this much of an effort already to track my number down.

	“How did u get my #?” I text back. 

	“I have my ways,” he responds. “R u still hangin with the girlz?” 

	“No. I’m home now.” 

	I head into my house, and my parents still aren’t home yet. This is pretty much the norm for me. Five o’clock and home alone.

	My father is a workaholic and my mother follows in his footsteps. I never faulted my parents for not being around much, because I know in my heart that they’re working hard for me. My father always tells me that he’s investing in my future and that he wants me to take over the family business when the time comes.

	My father is a chemist, and my mother is his assistant. He invents, creates, and tests medication for the FDA’s approval. He likes to think of himself as one of God’s personal missionaries: helping the sick get better. Sometimes he lets me help out by allowing me to donate blood for the use of science. It makes me feel like I’m doing a good deed for others. When I ask him what will happen if I get sick, he tells me I have no need to worry. He says that I am special and that longevity lies ahead for me. Whatever that may mean.

	My phone vibrates again. 

	“Can I come pick u up?” his text reads.

	“My parents have dinner ready. I have to go. Sorry.” I lie. 

	I’m really not sure what to think about this. This was only Brent’s first day of school, and already he’s being way too persistent. First the library, next history class, and now he’s texting me when I never gave him my number. I’m not really sure why he has chosen me out of everyone at school, and I’m not too sure I want to give in to it, either.

	After working on my homework for a couple of hours, my parents finally come home with some takeout in hand.

	“Raina, we’re home! We brought some dinner,” my mother yells from downstairs. 

	I’m starving. I shove my books aside and head down the stairs.

	I enter the kitchen. “Hey Mom. Hey Dad,” I say as I give them kisses on the cheeks. 

	“Hey honey. How was school? Did you finish your homework?” my mother asks while getting the plates out of the cupboard. 

	“Yeah, just got done with it. What’s for dinner?” I wonder, smelling something spicy.       

	“We got some Mexican food,” my dad chimes in as he sits down at the kitchen table.

	I take my seat next to him. “Oh, yummy. Did you get me a chicken enchilada?” I ask, digging into the chips and salsa. 

	“Of course we did, honey. So, tell us how your day was. Did you take your vitamin this morning?” my mom asks, putting some rice and beans on her plate and then passing the container to me.

	“Of course I did, Mom! Geez,” I respond with complete annoyance. I have gotten this question every day of my life like clockwork, and every day I reply with the same answer. I’m sixteen now. At some point, her obsession with me taking my vitamins has got to stop. “My day was little bit strange. This new kid started today, and the whole school was talking about him,” I tell them, leaving out the important details.

	“Well that’s nice, dear. Did you have any classes with him?” my mom asks, sneaking a quick glance at my dad. They must not have thought I caught it, but I did. 

	 “Um, yeah, I have History with him. He seems nice,” I respond, eyes glaring at them. “Dad, do you need my help with any of your work this weekend? I can come into the lab with you if you want.”

	“I’ll let you know, honey. Your mother and I have a lot of research to finish this weekend, so we won’t be home that much.” He takes a big bite of his enchilada.

	“Raina, are you going to be okay on your own?” my mother asks, taking a bite of her food. She’s always worrying about me. I think deep down inside they feel guilty that they’re not here enough, but I really don’t mind the time to myself. We don’t have a normal parent-teenager relationship. They trust me, and I don’t do anything to make them second-guess that trust like most teenagers might. 

	I roll my eyes. “Mom, I will be fine. Don’t worry about me, okay?” I respond, trying to soothe her. “I’m tired. I’m gonna hit the sack.” 

	I give them each a kiss on the cheek, place my plate in the sink, and head upstairs. It’s time to call Maddie, since she never even bothered to call me like she was supposed to.

	I lounge out on my bed and dial Maddie’s number.

	“Hello?” she answers.

	“Um, hello chica! Did you forget about me?” 

	“No, my mom just made me clean up the house. So, what was up with you leaving so fast today?” 

	“I can’t stand being around Jason. He really gets to me for some reason.” 

	I sit up on my bed.

	“I know, it’s like Jenna’s a different person when she’s around him. I don’t understand why she can’t be away from him for one day. It’s like he has some sort of power over her or something.” 

	“Yeah, I know what you mean. So, I was thinking maybe we should do a little research on him. Get to know him better, if you know what I mean?” I say with devilish intent.

	“Hmm, good idea. I’ll start searching the computer tonight, and you do the same. Then we’ll see what we both come up with and compare,” Maddie instructs.

	 “Sounds good! Okay, I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

	“Okay, bye,” she says before hanging up the phone.

	I pull out my laptop and Google the name Jason Alexander, but not much comes up. I only find links about the actor from Seinfeld. I do a more in-depth search and add in Canada, hoping I can find something on his family.

	The only thing that pulls up is the Alexander paintings. These are paintings that date all the way back to the eighteen hundreds. They’re detailed; each stroke is carefully placed, the colors dull and faded with reds and browns. But the third painting I scroll down to has a light that spreads across the canvas, so warm and inviting against the walls of a brick castle. The sky is a smoky blue and the lake is a magnificent iridescent turquoise blue, almost dreamlike—a beauty so pure and so perfect the mere thought of disturbing such a place almost stains it with filth. 

	On the right-hand corner in small script reads Immortel. I pause for a moment, staring at the French word. The title of the painting is breathtaking to me. I feel such a strong pull to it. Every inch of my body feels so alive. But why? Why do I feel so connected? This beauty can’t possibly have any relation to Jason.

	I save the site to my favorites and try scrolling through some of the others, but nothing else pops out to me. I just hope that Maddie had some better luck with her search. I shut down my laptop, turn my light off, and crawl into bed. My phone shines bright as it vibrates against my nightstand. It shows one simple text: “Goodnight.” It brings flutters to my stomach and makes goose bumps travel down the length of my body. Brent is the last thing I envision before my mind drifts off into the darkness.
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Chapter 3

	 

	I hear a distant knock and the door creeks open. My eyelids flutter, squinting from the luminous morning light. My mother peeks in from the doorway to tell me she loves me and to remind me that my vitamin is on the kitchen counter. After she closes my door, I shut my eyes again and my first thought drifts to Brent. 

	The depth of his smoky hazel eyes that seem to have an eternity of knowledge flowing beneath them. His pearly white teeth and smile of seduction that makes me forget my words dead in their tracks. But mostly, the way my body reacts to just the mere sight of him. 

	I’m really not comprehending any of this. I’ve been in the vicinity of many hot guys before, but this is something completely different. I feel as though something deep inside me has been awakened. Every muscle in my body is craving him, and I have no clue why. 

	It makes me wonder if it’s possible for souls to reincarnate and find each other again in a later life. Momentarily, I get the feeling as though I really know Brent, not by meeting or by memory, but with my physical body, like our souls may have possibly met in a past life. Every inch of me is screaming this, but I feel foolish when I even consider saying this out loud.

	It’s only going on his second day of school, and I’m already beginning to feel like every other girl in school: giddy with a schoolgirl crush. But if I’m not mistaken, he seemed to be pretty taken with me as well yesterday. 

	While I’m still stuck in thought, I can hear my phone ringing in the distance. Muffled by my thoughts and cravings, it takes a moment to snap out of my daydream and bring myself back to reality.

	Looking down at my phone, I see Brent’s number staring back at me from the screen. 

	I press the green answer button. “Hello?” 

	“Hey,” he says. I can tell there’s a smile behind his incredibly rugged voice. The blood rages through my veins just hearing his voice. I feel my palms begin to moisten with every second, but the last thing I want to do is lead him on to the fact that he makes me utterly unable to function.

	“Brent, it’s seven in the morning. Why are you calling?” I ask, still warm under my covers.

	“I wanted to see if you need a ride. You promised to show me around today. You’re not going to break that promise, are you?” 

	I guess this is Brent playing the guilt card.

	“I wasn’t planning on breaking it,” I tell him honestly. How could I possibly pass up a moment of being near him?

	“Good, then I will bring you home after. I’ll swing by to pick you up, say thirty-five minutes? Or do you need more time?” I stand up.

	“No, that’s fine,” I say, my heart pounding, knowing in just half an hour I will be close enough to smell his sweet, fresh scent. Goose bumps flow down my body as a chill soars down my spine.

	“Okay, see you in a few.” 

	Brent hangs up the phone.

	I stand there for a moment, phone still up to my ear, stuck on his words circling in my head. But the question that continues to push itself front and center is, why me? Right now he could have any girl in the school, so why me? It’s not that I find him to be too good for me or that I’m not good enough for him, but I’m not the most popular or the most pretty, and I’m nowhere close to being athletic. I’m just a normal girl. So what can he see that I can’t?

	I realize time is escaping me, and I haven’t even gotten dressed yet. As I look through my closet, I begin to panic. I search through my hoodies and sweatshirts, push aside my dresses, and finally come across my comfortable gray tee.

	Before I know it, Brent is ringing my doorbell. 

	I jump into my pants, squirming and squatting to stretch them out after the wash, and grab my lip gloss to apply as I run down the stairs. I take a quick pause before I grab the doorknob just to gather myself, and then I take a deep breath and open the door.

	There he stands, leaning against the front porch railing, looking almost dream-like. The sun hits the left side of his body, highlighting his sharp features with perfection. His hazel eyes glow like a golden sunset as he looks me up and down. I feel my face engulf with a blaze of heat, coloring my cheeks pink as I watch his eyes caress every inch of my body. 

	I can’t help but feel a little self-conscious of my imperfections, but instead of allowing my mind to wonder into dark, negative thoughts, he grabs my hand and pulls me towards him until I am enveloped in his warm arms.

	“Hi beautiful,” Brent says softly into my ear. “I feel like I have been waiting a lifetime to just touch you,” he whispers into my ear while again making a comment that makes no sense. He’s known me a little over twenty-four hours.

	Before I question him on this, I close my eyes and take in his fresh, clean scent to satisfy my craving. Then I push him away to get some distance between us. 

	 I roll my eyes. “Here you go again,” I comment as I walk away from him and towards his car.

	“Here I go again? What does that mean?” Brent asks, eyebrows furrowed.

	I turn around to face him. “You keep making these comments as though we’ve known each other forever.” 

	I stand tall, arms folded across my chest.

	Brent steps closer. “I feel as though we have. Is that so bad?” he asks, irritation written all over his face.

	“I guess not,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Brent, I told you I have a boyfriend,” I remind him to put some distance between us.

	The light in his eyes fade. “You’re right, you did. But there’s no reason we can’t be friends, right?” Brent says as he opens the car door for me with a smile. At this point, I feel a little embarrassed. Maybe I am reading him totally wrong. Maybe he just truly wants a tour guide and thought unpopular Raina was the best choice, since I obviously have no life.

	“Sorry, you’re right. Friends,” I quickly say as I bite on my bottom lip and look at my feet, sinking into the passenger seat. 

	I can’t bear for him to see the complete embarrassment written all on my face. But Brent gently grabs my chin and turns my face towards his. To my surprise, his face is so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my lips, and if I were to move just two inches forward, my lips would be pressed against his. His eyes bore into mine and he says, “Raina, he’s lucky to have you. What I wouldn’t give to be in his place for just one moment.” He releases my face, turns the ignition on, and pulls out of my driveway.      

	I’m completely speechless. I have no idea what just happened, and now I’m more confused then ever. 

	We pull into the school parking lot, and it’s filled with students. I put my hand against my forehead and slowly slide down the seat. Brent looks over at me while chuckling to himself.

	I look up at him. “What?” 

	He shakes his head. “You just crack me up,” he says, pulling into the parking space. The group of girls getting out of the car next to us just stare with looks of disgust. “Raina, you don’t really care what other people think, do you?”

	“Honestly, I just try to keep a low profile. I’m not interested in being the popular girl or anything. I just would rather get through high school unscathed.” 

	 He pauses for a moment and then nods. “I admire that in you. Keeping a low profile is smart,” he tells me as he gets out of the car and slams the door shut behind him. Brent comes around to my side of the car, opening the door for me. I climb out of the passenger seat and swing my book bag against my back. “But you do realize being seen with me might cause a stir,” he adds.

	That’s exactly what it does. Walking down the hallway next to him, I can hear the snickers and whispers thrown my way from all of the girls, while the faces of the boys in the hallway turn to confusion as they’re probably wondering what Brent could possibly see in me.

	 I stop at my locker and look around. “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I finally admit, taking a deep breath. 

	 Brent turns to me. “Will you meet me in the library for lunch?” he asks, waiting for me to finish placing my books into my locker. “Please?” he begs again, completely oblivious to all the attention placed on us.

	“Okay, I’ll be there,” I answer quickly before heading towards my class.

	 

	 

	I have math class with Bailey. Already the rumors of Brent and I have spread throughout the school. I should have just gone with my first gut feeling to stay away from him.

	Bailey sits down in her seat next to mine, staring at me with accusing eyes.

	I look over at her. “What?” 

	“Are you serious? That’s all you have to say to me?” she growls, crossing her arms. “What the heck is going on, Raina? I’m your best friend, and I have to hear about you and Brent through everyone else?”

	I lean in to her so no one else hears. “There is no me and Brent. We’re just friends, nothing else.”

	“Well, that’s not what I hear.” 

	“I don’t care what you have heard. We’re just friends!” I say, aggravated and not realizing I am being loud enough for the students around us to hear. The teacher makes her entrance just as Bailey’s about to snap back, so instead she huffs and leans back into her chair with her arms crossed in defeat.

	

	 

	 

	After class, Bailey waits for me outside the door.

	“You are so gonna spill it at lunch,” she demands.

	“I actually have to do some studying at the library on lunch,” I reply. If she really knew what I was doing there, she would never leave me alone about it.        

	I watch as Bailey studies me as though she has just read my mind.

	“Okay, have it your way, Raina. I’ll call you later tonight then,” she smirks and then turns to walk away.

	I know Bailey is up to something. She can never just leave things alone, so for her to just accept the fact that she has not gotten any information out of me is definitely not like her. 

	I make it to the library during my lunch hour, and Brent is nowhere to be found. My eyes search from one table to the other in hopes of finding him. I find a table near the right-hand corner of the library where we can have the utmost privacy. For some reason, my nerves begin to get the best of me. What if he doesn’t show up? I place my book bag on the table and try to keep my mind occupied while pretending to look for something other than him. 

	As the minutes add up and the seconds begin to feel like eternity, my body must sense something that I can’t see. A flood of goose bumps surge through my body, awakening every inch of me. My blood rages through my veins and my heart pounds so intensely that I look around in fear that the whole library can hear it as well. And then I feel them—his warm, manicured hands wrapping around my face, covering my eyes. I feel his hot breath against my ear, which sends icy chills down my spine. As he sits down in the seat in front of me, I am completely in awe.

	I finally snap out of it enough to speak.      

	“So, why did you want me to meet you here?” I ask, beginning to feel the burn from under my cheeks.

	“I’m trying to stay clear from that cafeteria; there’s too much controversy going on in there for me. I’d rather spend my time here with you,” Brent tells me as he breaks out his charismatic smile. “So, tell me about yourself. Something nobody else knows.” 

	“Hmm. Something no one else knows, huh?” 

	I do my best to stall while I think of something. It’s hard to come up with an interesting fact when my life has been so bland up until now. “I enjoy giving blood for the sake of my father’s research.” 

	There. Something that even my closest friends don’t know. 

	“Wow. Giving blood, huh?” he asks with a chuckle. “What does your father research?”

	“He’s a chemist. Basically, he gives the sick a fighting chance when all hope has been lost. A 2013 medicine man,” I answer with a smile.

	The corner of his mouth lifts up. “I like the way you put that.” 

	“So, tell me something about you that nobody knows,” I grin.

	He takes a moment before speaking. “I’m extremely patient when it comes to love,” Brent reveals, offering no more explanation.

	“You’ve been in love before, then?” I feel very odd asking this question, because we’re both still so young. The thought of him already knowing what it’s like to be in love is shocking and sad at the same time. Every girl would like to think that maybe they could be someone’s first love.

	“Was, am, and will always be.” 

	It’s clear the door is closed on this subject. “So tell me, Raina, what are your friends like?” 

	My lips form a tight line as I concentrate on one of the bookshelves behind Brent. “Well, Bailey—she’s the one with black hair—I’ve known her ever since I can remember. She lives right down the street from me. Our parents are family friends as well. Bailey’s funny,” I chuckle. “She comes off a little self-absorbed, you might say, but really behind her tough façade she is kind, forgiving, and a very compassionate person.” To my surprise, it seems as though Brent is truly interested in what I am saying, versus these other guys our age who pretend to listen with the intention of getting in a girl’s pants.

	“Why do you think she puts on a façade?” Brent asks, confusion written on his face as he leans closer.

	“She’s hurting. Bailey’s older brother died in Iraq three years ago, and ever since then, she buries her feelings, pushes them deep down until she is numb. She doesn’t want pity or to feel vulnerable. She had to be strong for her parents. They cracked and depended on her to hold the family together when all she really wanted to do was crumble,” I finish.

	Brent’s eyebrows lift up. “Oh wow, and how did her brother’s death affect you? You must have known him well if you’ve been so close with her.” Honestly, no one’s ever asked me this before, and I’m not sure why.

	“I was close with him in the annoying-little-sister way, although I didn’t see him as my brother. I saw him more like a crush. He was my first puppy-dog crush and he knew it, so he took full advantage of it,” I admit, chuckling to myself.

	Brent smiles. “How so?” he asks, enjoying watching me laugh.

	“Oh, he just made me do every and any little thing for him. You know, like get him a drink, clean up his room. ‘Raina, do this. Raina, do that,’ and so on. But, there was this one moment when we were alone, and he came inches away from my face. We were both so silent, and he pushed a strand of hair behind my ear so sweetly, looking dead into my eyes. I just remember thinking my first kiss might happen then. Then, Bailey walked into the room totally oblivious to what was going on, and that was a month before he was drafted,” I confess, saddened by the memory I have locked up for so long. “I never told anyone that. I’m really not sure why I just told you.”

	 Brent looks pained. “I’m sorry, Raina. His death must have been hard on you. You’re a good friend for putting her emotions before yours.”  

	We sit quiet for a moment, just gazing at each other. The silence doesn’t feel odd or awkward; it feels just right, at the right moment. I find Brent very refreshing and mature for his age. It’s as though he has an old soul in a new body.

	“It’s okay. It’s what friends are for, right?” I question.

	“Very true. So, what about your other friends? Have you known them as long?” Brent asks curiously. 

	“No, Maddie moved here from Kansas about two years ago. She’s the one with all the freckles on her face. She was someone I immediately bonded with. I felt as though I’d known her forever. I like to call her my soul sister,” I explain, feeling a little dumb for admitting that.

	“There’s nothing wrong with that,” he says, making me feel at ease. Before I can go any further, the bell rings. We both jump as we’re slightly knocked out of our deep conversation. Brent laughs as he pushes in his chair and throws his book bag over his shoulder.

	“Ready for class?” he asks in a teasing, sarcastic manner.

	“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I joke. “I have gym class next,” I tell him, face scrunched.      

	As we walk down the hall together towards our classes, everything turns into slow motion. The looks, the sly comments behind our backs—it’s as though I can hear each and every one of my classmates with their jealous and crude remarks. Brent notices that I suddenly become tense, and instead of cracking a joke about it, he just squeezes my forearm and gives me a quick smile to let me know he’s there.

	We pass by Jenna’s locker. Standing beside her is Bailey and Maddie. I wave as I walk by, and they give me a puzzled look because I don’t stop. I’m not ready or comfortable enough to introduce Brent to my friends. I don’t want them to get the wrong impression of us, but most of all I don’t want to send Brent into a circle of pit bulls. They’ll interrogate him until he gives in and tells all. They’ve been waiting to do just that like the rest of the girls in the school. 

	My next class flies by. History class isn’t as interesting today. The way my body is feeling the intense rhythm of my heart banging against my ribcage and the spasms I feel from my muscles tensing and tightening into little knots is the only thing I can concentrate on. I know his eyes are boring holes into every inch of my back. And how do I know this? It’s how my body is reacting to him. Every piece of me is alive, pulsating with the desire and hunger for him. To be honest, it’s totally freaking me out! Now I’m wondering if this may be what Jenna feels towards Jason, but I really don’t see the feeling being reciprocated by Jason at all. I see it as more of a convenience on his part.
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