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    Dedication




    To Dad and Mom -




    Thanks for encouraging me to dream.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    The Party




    I SHOULD HAVE CARED what I wore, but I couldn’t quite get there. I didn’t see any point in dressing up just to get knocked down. Now, if my best friend had said, Epic party and we’re going, I would have rushed upstairs and changed out of the cream tank top I’d rescued from the hamper that morning, and I would have put on my new jeans, the ones with the rhinestones on the pockets. But that’s not what Kaylee said.




    “Your life’s about to change, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”




    That’s what she’d blurted into the phone just after she had told me she’d be by in fifteen minutes to pick me up for the party at Wingaersheek Beach. She hadn’t said, I have a great surprise for you, or, You’ll never believe how happy you’re going to be. She hadn’t said anything to hint this change was good, and that bothered me.




    For me, change meant major adjustments in my life. It meant learning to live without people I loved. Taking on responsibilities I wasn’t ready for. It meant even a tub of chocolate and peanut butter ice cream and all the lattes in the world wouldn’t make things better.




    I called her back several times. She wasn’t answering. Whatever she had to tell me, it had to be bad or she would have told me over the phone.




    Several years ago, just after my tenth birthday, my mom had said, “Our lives are going to change.” And then the bell on the toaster had rung and two pieces of toast popped up as if excited to hear the news.




    I remember every detail about that conversation. Mom had been at the stove, scrambling eggs, ham, and cheddar cheese together to make my favorite breakfast. Her hazel eyes had this happy twinkle to them, and her cheeks almost glowed. I’d been wearing my birthday gift—Ugg boots I had begged and begged for—with my pastel blue pajamas. Her excitement had been contagious. It had made me giddy.




    “I’m pregnant,” she’d gushed. “You’re going to be a big sister!”




    Don’t get me wrong, my little brother is great—a pain in the butt, but a pretty cool kid nonetheless. Yet his birth had marked the first time I had to learn the meaning of change.




    The clock on my nightstand announced twelve minutes had passed since Kaylee had called. With cell phone in hand, I hurried downstairs, stuffed my feet into my pink plaid canvas sneakers, and raced out the front door. A cool breeze circled past, reminding me that it would be even colder near the water. I reached inside the door and grabbed my white hoodie from the banister.




    Outside, there was no sign of Kaylee.




    “Argh,” I grunted. The sound of dishes being loaded in the dishwasher drifted out of the open windows, making me feel a little guilty that I wasn’t helping my dad clean up dinner.




    I flipped my cell phone open. Fifteen minutes and still no Kaylee. I took a seat on the stoop, with elbows on my knees and chin cradled in my hands, and blew out a breath that sent my bangs flying upward.




    Finally, Kaylee’s faded green MINI Cooper rounded the corner at the end of the block. I jogged down the walk and had the car door open before she came to a full stop. My nerves untangled themselves when I saw she hadn’t picked up lattes and didn’t have a half-gallon of ice cream waiting for me.




    “You’re late.” I slid into the passenger seat.




    “Two minutes.” She wore a white top, jeans, and sneakers. Her bangs had grown out to her chin and curved perfectly to frame her heart-shaped face. I couldn’t have managed that with an entire bottle of hair spray and a flat iron.




    “So, what’s going to change my life?” I asked as soon as I was buckled in.




    She looked me right in the eyes. “You’ll see.”




    Then she drove off as if she didn’t know the anticipation was killing me.




    “Oh come on! You have to tell me,” I begged.




    “I signed us up for the Harvest Committee at school,” she said. She took a right at the end of the block.




    “That’s not what you called about. Please tell me it’s not.”




    It didn’t surprise me that Kaylee volunteered to help with the festival. She loves fall and everything that comes with it, but being part of a committee doesn’t exactly change your life, and she knows that.




    Kaylee giggled. “Of course not. And I’m not going to tell you, so stop asking.”




    I crossed my arms over my chest and gave her a sidelong look, hoping if I pouted she’d break and spill the news.




    She shook her head and said with a smile, “Still not saying.”




    I dropped my head back against the headrest in frustration. “You can be completely impossible when you want to be. You know that?”




    She burst into laughter. “Trust me, will you?”




    “Fine.” It wasn’t like I had much choice. “But this change better be good.”




    We drove with the windows down, letting the wind comb through our hair. The smell of burning wood from fire pits filled the crisp fall air. Cornstalks and pumpkins decorated porches, and the sound of children’s squeals echoed up and down the street.




    “I haven’t heard from Kevin this month. I was going to give him a call over the weekend,” I said.




    Kaylee glanced at me, her expression serious. “Madison, I think it’s great that you and Kevin are keeping in touch, I really do, but don’t you think it’s about time you moved on? I mean, he did break up with you.”




    “Because he moved to Minnesota.”




    “Exactly. What’s it been? Four, five months now?”




    Kevin and I had dated close to two years, ever since the beginning of our freshman year. We could finish each other’s sentences and always knew what the other was feeling without having to say a word. We fit together like two pieces of a puzzle. He was familiar, and our relationship had been comfortable. It was hard to just forget about him. “What’s wrong with us keeping in touch?”




    “Nothing.” Kaylee sighed. She stopped at a red light and looked at me. “Just promise me if you meet someone else, you’ll give that person a chance.”




    “Whatever.” It wasn’t like I was avoiding other guys. Much.




    Ten minutes later, we reached the trees near the shore. Kaylee pulled in and parked between two SUVs.




    “It’s been too long since we’ve been to a party,” Kaylee said as she dropped her keys into her purse and grabbed her cell phone.




    We walked toward the beach. I could see out of the corner of my eye Kaylee’s fingers flying over the small keypad on her phone. The chime signaling she’d received a text played a few seconds later.




    “Josh’s waiting for us near the water.” She dropped her phone back into her bag.




    I nodded my reply.




    There must have been forty or fifty people at the party. Ben Taylor had pulled his pickup truck close to the water and was blasting music from two large speakers in the bed. We weaved our way past the various groups of people dancing and talking.




    “The committee meets next Wednesday to discuss what we want to have at the festival this year.”




    “Can’t wait,” I replied with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. The festival wasn’t what I couldn’t stop thinking about. I stepped in front of her. “I can’t take it any longer. What’s going to change my life?”




    “I thought you were going to trust me?” She started walking again.




    “I do,” I moaned, following her. “But I really, really want to know. What if I guess? Is something going to happen at school?”




    “Nothing you don’t already know about.”




    “Will it affect my wardrobe?”




    “Nope, but there is a sale going on at that little shop you love.”




    We passed a group of girls who were tossing logs onto one of the two bonfires.




    I glanced toward the ocean, looking for Josh. The last of the evening light spilled over the water, making it look like a sea of lava. “Your dad upped your allowance and lattes are on you for the rest of the year? Oh! You’re getting a new car and you’re going to give me the MINI!”




    “Ah, no and no.”




    I pursed my lips as I thought. “You’re not an alien or anything like that.”




    “Totally. Just don’t tell Josh. He’s not into the whole interspecies scene.” Kaylee shook her head as she nudged me with her shoulder. “You still love me, right?”




    “Definitely.”




    “There they are.” She grabbed my wrist and steered me to the right.




    “They?”




    Josh was talking to someone I’d never seen before. This new guy was almost as tall as Josh (which was saying a lot since Josh was six-foot-two), only he had broader shoulders and wore his brown hair spiked, as opposed to Josh, who was lanky and had black hair that fell in masses around his face.




    “Who’s that with Josh?” I asked as we walked closer to them.




    “New neighbor, I think,” she said, but her smirk told me she knew for sure.




    As if he had heard us, the new guy glanced around, his gaze stopping on me. We were still too far to see the color of his eyes, but they were dark, and his skin had a hint of a tan that had faded with the warm weather. I couldn’t look away from him. I don’t know exactly how to explain what I felt, but it was almost as if he was the sweet nectar of a honeysuckle and I was the bee.




    A smile stretched across Josh’s face when he saw Kaylee. “There’s my girl.”




    Kaylee stood on her tiptoes as she wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a quick kiss hello. Josh’s friend glanced away from them, first looking at the rocks and shells that littered the long stretch of beach, then back up at me.




    Josh draped an arm over Kaylee’s shoulders and said hello to me.




    “Is this new?” Kaylee touched the dark metal cross around Josh’s neck.




    I stopped listening to them and instead turned my attention to Josh’s friend. I brushed my dark brown bangs away from my eyes and said, “Hi, I’m Madison.”




    He smiled. “Isaac.”




    “Sorry,” Josh said, as if just realizing we didn’t know his friend. “Isaac’s parents bought the house across the street from me. Isaac, this is Kaylee and Madison.”




    Isaac said hello to both of us, but his eyes locked on mine. I returned his smile with a shy one of my own.




    “Where did you move from?” I asked.




    “Amesbury, about forty miles north of here.”




    Josh picked Kaylee up, tossing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “Come on. Let’s move our party down the beach.”




    Kaylee giggled and then screamed as Josh jogged toward one of the bonfires.




    “Shall we?” Isaac held his hand in front of him, indicating the direction Josh and Kaylee had gone.




    We followed Kaylee’s laughter. A hundred butterflies fluttered around inside my stomach, making me all too aware of Isaac’s eyes on me. When I glanced up at him, I was met with a smile.




    “Have you started school yet?” I was pretty sure news of a hot new guy would have been the talk of the lunchroom.




    He shook his head. “I start Monday.”




    “Are you nervous? I mean, I know I’d be, if I had to switch schools mid-semester.”




    “Not too much.” He picked up a piece of driftwood. “I’ll know Josh and you and Kaylee. It won’t be too bad.”




    “Are you a junior?” We might have had a couple of classes together if he was.




    “Senior.”




    “That sucks.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to shove them back in. “Not that you’re a senior. That you had to move with only—” I quickly did the math in my head “—seven months left of high school.”




    “It’s okay.” He passed the piece of driftwood from one hand to the other and back again. “The move puts my dad closer to work.”




    I nodded. “Where’s he work?”




    “Rowley.”




    I bit down on my lips to keep from pointing out that Rowley was smack dab in the middle of Gloucester and Amesbury.




    Josh and Kaylee were already sitting down when we reached the bonfire. I stepped over a long log and took a seat next to Kaylee. Isaac sat on my other side. The salt from the sea had turned several of the flames blue and violet. Kaylee and Josh were having an argument with someone near them about the effects of the moon on the tide.




    “Are you all moved in?” I asked Isaac.




    “For the most part.” Isaac spun the driftwood in his hand, end over end. “We still have a few things at our old place.”




    “Are you in the mocha house directly across from Josh or the white one a few doors down?”




    “The mocha one.” He tossed the driftwood into the fire, causing a spray of sparks to shoot upward into the air. “We almost didn’t get it, though.”




    “Were your parents bidding against someone else?”




    “No. My mom found out the previous owner was, well…” He paused as if searching for the right word. “Eccentric.”




    I knew he meant crazy. People liked to joke that Mrs. Lawson was a few brain cells short of sane, but in reality she was a nice old lady who grew her own herbs and made her own soap.




    “She’s sweet,” I said, thinking about all the times I’d seen her outside tending to her flower gardens. “Why’d your parents care?”




    “It was more my mom.” Isaac leaned toward me as if he was about to tell me a family secret. “She believes that every house takes on the personality of its owner. When Mom found out the previous owner was…different, she had my dad find out everything he could about the place before she’d agree to move there.”




    “And?” I inched closer to him, suddenly curious about the history of that house.




    Isaac looked to his left then his right before he whispered, “About thirty years ago, an entire family was murdered there: the dad, the mom, two kids, even Spot the dog.”




    I gasped. Before I could say something stupid, he nudged my shoulder with his.




    “I’m only kidding about the murders. He did find out that the house was built in the late 1800s. It’s been passed down from one generation to the next. There has been a Lawson living there for over a hundred years. Mrs. Lawson was the last in her family, though. She didn’t have anyone to leave it to, and she needed the money for her new place. She had to sell.”




    “Our house is pretty old too.” Although, I didn’t know when it was built or how many families had lived there before my parents had bought it. I doubted they knew, and if the house did have a personality, I didn’t know if it would be a mix of all the families that had lived there or just my family’s.




    “Have you always lived in Gloucester?” Isaac asked.




    “Yeah.” I played with my leather bracelets as I talked. “My parents moved here when Mom was pregnant with me. How about you? How many places have you lived?”




    “Three, but the first two were within a few miles of each other.” Isaac went on to talk about the last house he’d lived in. I nodded and added a few comments, but mostly I listened. It gave me time to memorize the curve of his jaw and the shape of his nose. His voice had a silken undertone, and his words, which seemed to be chosen carefully, flowed from his lips to my ears like a band’s music to its dancers, captivating me.




    After a while, Josh and Kaylee joined Isaac’s and my conversation. It was just before eleven when the breeze picked up. It cut across the water, carrying the spray to us like unmerciful shards of glass. I turned slightly so the mist wouldn’t hit my face and wrapped my arms around myself trying to keep warm. Isaac took off his jacket and draped it over my shoulders, touching my neck in the process and sending a jolt—like static electricity—through me.




    I winced from the unexpected shock of it. “Did you feel that?”




    “Yeah.” The word dragged on. He stared at me with wide eyes, probably thinking that getting shocked on the beach was just as weird as I thought it was. “Are you—”




    “Fine.” I said, interrupting him. “I’m fine. It just surprised me, that’s all.” I slipped my arms though the sleeves of his jacket. “Thanks.”




    Kaylee checked her cell phone. “We better go before my dad sends out a search party.”




    Josh and Isaac stood when we did. Josh said, “We’ll walk you to your car.”




    Isaac left a couple of feet between us as we walked toward the trees. I wanted to close the gap to test how he’d react. I moved closer to him as I stepped around a natural pothole, and like we were two negative magnets forced in opposite directions, he swayed away from me, giving me the impression that I liked him more than he liked me.




    Before I could register the disappointment of that, Kaylee’s shriek stopped me in my tracks. I turned to look at her. She buried her face in Josh’s chest. He had an arm around her back as he used the toe of his gym shoe to nudge a large brown lump on the ground in front of them.




    “What is it?” Curiosity got the better of me. I stepped closer, and immediately regretted that I had. I could see red glistening off brown fur and what looked like intestines pooling in a puddle of blood. I covered my mouth with my hand as my dinner threatened to come back up.




    Isaac crouched down for a closer look. “It was a rabbit. Hind feet are missing.”




    “Seriously?” Josh craned his neck, trying to get a better view without letting go of Kaylee.




    I wished we’d start walking already.




    “What’s so interesting?” Paige Osborne pushed by me and looked over Isaac’s shoulder. Her recently dyed dark red hair brushed the side of his face. “Oh! That’s—” she tilted her head to the side “—beyond disgusting.”




    Her friend Emma stopped next to me, arms folded over her chest. “Paige, come on. I want to find Mark before he leaves.”




    Paige and Isaac stood. Their arms touched for a brief moment before they took a step away from each other.




    “Can we go?” Emma asked impatiently. She had this whole chic-in-jeans-and-a-T-shirt thing going on that sort of fit her blond and black pixie haircut. Not that I would have told her that. Emma and Paige barely acknowledged Kaylee’s or my existence those days.




    Paige ignored Emma. She looked at Isaac as if she were a hawk ready to pounce on a mouse. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”




    “Yeah.” Isaac shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans.




    Paige dug around in her purse. A moment later, she pulled out a black eyeliner pencil. She grabbed Isaac’s arm, turning his palm upward. “Call me if you want to hang out.”




    I couldn’t believe she was giving Isaac her phone number. I mean, I knew I’d just met him, but she had no way of knowing that. As far as she was concerned, we were on a double date with Josh and Kaylee.




    Paige bounced past me before I could say anything. Emma followed her. I watched them get swallowed by the darkness.




    “Jealousy doesn’t suit you,” Isaac whispered into my ear.




    He was right behind me. His breath moved a few strands of my hair and tickled my neck.




    “I’m not jealous.” The words came out with a sharp bite I hadn’t intended to use, and I was sure I hadn’t fooled him. I wanted to spit in his hand and smear Paige’s number so that he couldn’t read it.




    Isaac smirked. He rested a hand on the small of my back. “Let’s get out of here.”




    Josh and Kaylee were a few steps ahead of us. We walked in silence until we could see Kaylee’s car.




    Kaylee was the first to say something. “Josh and I are going to the movies tomorrow. You guys want to come?”




    “Sure,” I said at the same time Isaac said, “I can’t.”




    I bit down on my bottom lip as my heart came to a sudden stop. He didn’t like me. He was going to call Paige. My eyes met Kaylee’s. She looked almost as dejected as I felt.




    “I promised my parents I’d help them paint the house,” Isaac added, watching me closely. “Maybe next time?”




    Kaylee winked at me. I hoped Isaac hadn’t noticed.




    “Unless you like painting?” He looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Joking. Maybe hopeful. I wanted it to be the latter.




    “I can’t paint for anything,” Kaylee quickly replied. “But Madison’s pretty good at it.”




    She jammed her elbow into Josh’s ribcage when he started to laugh. If there was one thing I’d learned from the few times I had helped my dad paint houses for his handyman business, it was that I hadn’t inherited his steady hand. I had to tell myself to keep walking or risk Isaac seeing my feeble attempt to rearrange my expression to be anything but shock over Kaylee’s outright lie. She nudged me with her arm and looked meaningfully at Isaac.




    We reached the car. I was all too aware of Isaac’s gaze on me, and I wanted to see him again. I quickly weighed my options: a day of painting with Isaac, intruding on Kaylee and Josh’s day together, or sitting home with Dad and my little brother.




    Painting was sounding better and better. When you think about it, slapping paint on a flat surface should be easy. I hoped Isaac’s expression was sincere as I tucked one side of my hair behind my ear.




    “I wouldn’t mind helping,” I said. Isaac’s smile let me know he was glad I volunteered.




    “Great,” he replied. “I’ll have Josh tell me how to get to your house. Ten o’clock okay?”




    “Sure.” I would have woken up at dawn if he wanted me to.




    I said bye to the guys and got into the MINI Cooper. I tried to be completely casual as the guys watched Kaylee turn the car around and drive off.




    Kaylee’s lips curled upward into a knowing smile. “I think Isaac likes you,” she teased in a singsong voice. “And I think you like him.”




    I couldn’t help but grin. A big silly grin from ear to ear. Kaylee knew me well enough to know that was a yes.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    We All Fall Down




    I PRACTICALLY DANCED INTO the kitchen the next morning, my bare feet tapping lightly on the linoleum tile. I was still in my baby blue pajama shorts and tank top. My six-year-old brother sat at the table making zoom noises as he raced a red Hot Wheel Ferrari around his glass of milk. My dad had on his signature gray sweats and white T-shirt that he wore every Sunday. He leaned against the counter, his caramel-color hair sticking up in all directions, and a cup of coffee held close to his heart as if it was the only thing keeping him upright.




    “Good morning,” I chirped.




    The bell on the toaster rang, and the toast sprang up. I grabbed a plate from the cabinet and looked at Chase. “You want jelly?”




    “Grape,” he replied without looking away from his toy car.




    I smothered each slice of toast with butter and jelly and set the plate in front of Chase before asking Dad if he’d like a couple of slices.




    “Please.” He took a seat across from Chase and turned on the small twelve-inch television with the remote.




    I put two more slices of bread in the toaster and grabbed a glass from the cabinet. “Did you have fun at the park yesterday?” I asked, knowing very well my brother always had fun when he went there.




    “Yep!” Chase replied through a mouth full of toast. “You should have come with us. I found a dead crow with its bill and feet yanked off.”




    “That’s gross!” The image of a mangled crow flashed in my mind, followed closely by the memory of the rabbit from the night before. My stomach lurched in disgust.




    “It was awesome!” Chase assured me.




    “That poor bird.” I looked at Dad. “You didn’t let him touch it?”




    “Sure, and we brought it home so we can boil it up for dinner.” Dad rolled his eyes. “Of course I didn’t let him touch it.”




    Okay, I probably should have given him more credit and not accused him of letting Chase play with a thing like that. I poured myself a glass of orange juice and started buttering the toast.




    “How was your night?” Dad asked, changing the subject.




    “It was okay.” I could have done without seeing Paige, but meeting Isaac certainly made up for that. “It was fun,” I admitted out loud.




    I handed Dad his toast and took a seat next to Chase.




    “Thanks,” Dad replied.




    “No problem.”




    My heart did a tap dance in my chest just thinking about Isaac. I could picture him perfectly. His easy smile. The way he looked at me. Paige holding his hand as she scribbled her number across his palm. I should have admitted I was jealous. Maybe then Isaac would have spit in his hand and wiped it clean on his jeans.




    The meteorologist on television promised a beautiful day. Sunny, mid-sixties. This made me realize I still had Isaac’s jacket. I made a mental note to grab it before I left the house. To paint. I must have been out of my mind when I had volunteered to help.




    I looked up and interrupted the conversation I hadn’t been aware was taking place. “Did you know someone moved into the house across the street from Josh Corey’s family?”




    “Mrs. Lawson’s old place?” Dad asked.




    I nodded. “The new owners have a son.”




    “Oh?” Dad puckered his lips as if he’d just sucked on a lemon. “And from that smile I’m guessing you like him,” he added before taking a large bite out of his toast.




    “He’s nice. I’m helping him paint today.” I checked the clock on the microwave. I still had time before Isaac would be here to pick me up.




    Dad choked on the food in his mouth, and Chase stopped drawing squiggly lines in his jelly.




    “What?” I asked. You would have thought I’d just told them I was going to dance at a strip club. Talk about overreacting.




    My dad gulped his coffee to push down the toast stuck in his throat. “You’re painting?”




    “With paint?” Chase added. “Daddy, quick, where’s my hat?”




    “We’re painting at his house,” I said and gently shoved Chase. “Just because I spilled a little paint on you one time doesn’t mean I can’t paint.”




    “It was a can of paint, and it took a week to get it out of my hair!”




    I tickled his waist, causing him to squeal with laughter. “Chase Michael Riley, it was half a can,” I said, “and it only took one day.” And five baths. In Chase’s mind that was a week’s worth of baths. “Anyway, he promised his parents he’d help them paint, and he asked if I’d like to lend a hand.”




    Over Chase’s head, I saw a picture of Mrs. Lawson in the right-hand corner of the television. I grabbed the remote from the table and turned up the volume.




    “Here’s Maria Sanchez with more,” Peter Goodie, morning anchorman, said.




    “Thank you, Peter.” Maria Sanchez stood in front of a sprawling red brick building where Mrs. Lawson lived, the entrance to the assisted living facility some twenty yards behind her. “Nurses at Sunshine Village said that Annabelle Lawson’s health had been deteriorating at an alarming rate since her arrival just one month ago. Doctors are still unsure what the ninety-three-year-old woman, who was reported in perfect health by her family physician back in March of this year, contracted. She was found dead on top of the covers in her one-bedroom apartment.”




    “Are any of the other residents at risk?” anchorman Peter Goodie asked.




    “The doctors here don’t believe that Mrs. Lawson was contagious, but they are keeping a close eye on those who had contact with her.”




    “Thank you, Maria.” Maria nodded, and the view switched back to the newsroom. “The date and time of the funeral services has yet to be announced.”




    I lowered the volume. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”




    Dad got up to refill his coffee cup. “A lot of people knew her. She’ll be missed.”




    I nodded and set the remote in front of him, dismissing the sad news for the time being to tend to more immediate matters—like the shower I desperately needed after a night at the beach—and headed upstairs.




    It was ridiculous how long it took me to figure out what to wear over to Isaac’s. It was the second time I’d be seeing him, and his parents were likely to be there. I didn’t want to look like I didn’t care what I wore. My sweats and oversized T-shirt were out. And I was too paint-challenged to wear something I would ever want to wear again. I finally settled for a pair of semi-old jeans and a purple T-shirt.




    Isaac pulled up in front of my house at precisely ten o’clock. He drove a dark green Jeep Rubicon that looked like it could roll over Kaylee’s MINI Cooper. He got out and opened the passenger door for me.




    “It’s not too late to change your mind,” he said as I climbed in.




    “No chance.” I smiled to show I meant it. “I like painting.”




    Chase, who had found his hat and come to the screen door to get a look at my new friend, burst out laughing. As soon as Isaac walked around to the driver’s side, I shot Chase my Shut up or I’ll kill you glance and drew an imaginary line in front of my neck for emphasis.




    I was excited to see Isaac again. There was something different about him that made him a mystery waiting to be unraveled. He chose his words carefully, as if he had a secret he didn’t want to accidentally let slip. It thrilled me to think of the possibilities. Maybe his family were undercover agents for the government or secretly wealthy and Isaac was looking for someone to travel the world with. My mind came up with all sorts of exciting scenarios. At least it did until I thought of a few negative ones. What if he sold drugs? I didn’t think I could date someone who did that, no matter how cute or nice he was. Worse, what if he’d been the stud at his old school? The guy who’d dated every pretty girl only to dump them once he’d gotten what he wanted. Maybe that was why he watched what he said. Maybe he didn’t want to accidentally mention someone else. What if I was the newest addition to his harem?




    I knew that thought should have upset me, but instead it made me giddy because, if it was true, I was the one he’d chosen to spend the day with.




    I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking, so I tucked them under his jacket. I smiled at Isaac when he got in and did my best not to stare at him. It was hard. The morning light highlighted a thin crescent-shaped scar on his right cheek that left the healed skin pearly white. He had a similar scar on his chin. I shifted in my seat so that I’d be able to see him better.




    “How’d you get the scars?” I touched my cheek and chin to indicate where on his face I meant. I’d never seen scars heal quite like his.




    Isaac gave me a sideways glance that sent my heart into a frenzy of quick beats. I had to get a hold of myself. He was just a guy, a damn cute one, but a guy all the same.




    After a moment, he said, “Difference of opinion between me and another guy.”




    “Ohh.” I let the word drag out while I thought about asking for more details. There was something exciting about a guy who had scars. Something almost dangerous. Maybe that was why my heart raced the way it did. Maybe it was warning me to be careful. I didn’t voice any of this out loud. Instead, I held up the olive green jacket I was carrying. “I brought your jacket back.”




    “Thanks.”




    “So, what are we painting?” I asked as he weaved his way through the streets of Gloucester. Maybe I’d get lucky and it would be the garage.




    “My mom wants the dining room painted. She hates the teal paint in there now.”




    Okay, it wasn’t the garage or even just the trim outside, where it wouldn’t matter as much if I dripped paint on the ground. But I would at least still be painting on a flat surface. “Sounds like a plan.”




    Isaac navigated the side streets as if he’d been doing it all his life. The warm autumn air brushed my cheeks and sent my ponytail flying behind me. He glanced over at me and smiled, the left side of his lips higher than the right. I reminded myself to breathe.




    “Hungry?” he asked. “I could stop and pick us up something.”




    My stomach was a tangled mess of emotions: excited to be seeing Isaac again, nervous that we might not have anything in common and would end up painting in silence, and scared that he would turn out to be a dream or, worse, a frog like in the fairy tales. I didn’t think I could eat a thing.




    “I ate at home,” I lied. Isaac looked a little disappointed, so I added, “I wouldn’t mind a latte.”




    We swung by a coffee shop near Isaac’s house, and armed with four cups of specialty drinks and a box of muffins, we pulled into his tree-lined driveway and drove under a leafy umbrella of burnt orange and red. The house, a mocha two-story with brown shutters and cream trim, had every window open.




    I followed Isaac up the walk and through the front door. Inside, the smell of fresh paint and pine cleaner fought to overpower each other. The living room and dining room were on either side of the foyer. Both rooms had dark hardwood floors. The dining room table, chairs, and china cabinet sat in the middle of the living room along with several unpacked boxes. A gallon of paint and a ladder were propped against the wall. Straight ahead was the staircase.




    “Let’s give my parents their coffee, and then we’ll get to work.”




    Isaac led the way upstairs, where we found his mom standing on a ladder, edging the master bedroom in a glossy camel color. She wore paint-splattered overalls and a scarf covering her short auburn hair. The furniture had been pushed to the center of the room. His father had his back to us as he rolled paint onto the wall.




    “We brought caffeine,” Isaac said. “And breakfast.”




    I stood a little behind Isaac and smoothed my hair with my fingers, hoping to make a good first impression.




    His father put down the roller and came over to shake my hand. “You must be Madison. It’s very nice of you to come over to help, but there’s been a change of plans.”




    I held out my hand, ready for it to disappear in his father’s, but when our palms brushed, I got shocked by static electricity.




    “Ow!” I yanked my hand back, my fingers curled into a fist.




    He exchanged a quick glance with Isaac. “Sorry, I’m always shuffling my feet. Shock Lisa all the time.”




    “It’s true,” his mom confirmed, looking at Isaac. I turned my attention back to him, but he was busy placing two coffees and a couple of muffins on the floor near an empty water bottle.




    “It’s okay,” I reassured them. “What’s the change of plans?”




    His mom waved her paintbrush in the air absentmindedly and said, “I’m not happy with the paint we bought for the dining room. So I was hoping you two wouldn’t mind doing some unpacking instead.”




    “Sure.” I shrugged, secretly thanking his mom for hating the color. It was better for everyone that I wasn’t trusted with a gallon of paint in a room that had real hardwood floors.




    Isaac leaned closer to me and whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear, “This is her way of getting me to set up my room.”




    “Can you blame me?” She laughed. “If I didn’t, you’d just live out of the boxes.”




    “Really, I don’t mind,” I said before Isaac could argue.




    Isaac gave me a quick tour of the upstairs, which included two bedrooms stuffed with boxes and miscellaneous furniture and a bathroom with a skylight.




    “Where’s your room?” I asked.




    “Downstairs. Wait till you see it.”




    His bedroom only added to his mystique. The basement door was common wood, but the passage beyond was far from ordinary. I ran my hand along the rough brick wall where a railing would normally be and made my way down the curved stone stairs. Every couple of steps, there was a nook in the wall and a half-burned candle to occupy it. Dried wax dripped from a few. Musk and spice beckoned to me, pulling me forward.




    “It needs a little work,” Isaac admitted.




    The basement wasn’t big. The walls were the same brick and the floor the same stone as I’d seen on the way down. An iron ring the height of a chair rail wrapped its way around the circular room. Isaac had his bed pushed against the far wall, the black comforter thrown on it haphazardly. There were several boxes cluttered in front of a low black bookshelf and more in front of a rectangular nook that looked like the closet. The only door, this one with iron hinges and hardware, belonged to a small bathroom. A wrought iron chandelier—the old fashioned kind with candles instead of light bulbs—dangled from the ceiling. Add shackles and bars, and you’d have one hell of a dungeon. Despite the obviously dark tones, his room was cool in an unusual way.




    “I like it,” I said.




    Isaac used his foot to push a few boxes out of his way. “I couldn’t have designed it better if I’d tried.”




    I wondered if he would have seriously designed his bedroom with stone floors and iron accents and somehow doubted it.




    I hooked my fingers through my belt loops. “So, where do you want to start?”




    “Over here.” Isaac used his hand to clear away a large cobweb that blocked one corner of the rectangular nook, wiping the thin strands on the bottom of his jeans afterward. “I want to put up a bar so I have a place to hang my clothes.”




    He gave me four screws.




    “Are these iron?” I asked, surprised at the weight of them.




    “Matches everything else.” He picked up a bracket and a cordless screwdriver. “Don’t ask me where my dad found them.”




    My job was to hand him the screws, which left me plenty of time to watch the muscles in his back and arms flex as he forced them into the stone wall. Once the first bracket was in place, he set up a step stool.




    “I’ll need you to help hold the bar so I can make sure it’s straight.”




    “Sure.” I climbed the three steps up the ladder.




    Isaac had just lifted the bar in place when a large black spider spun down from the ceiling and landed on my shoulder. I screamed and, forgetting I was on a ladder, jumped backward. Before I fully knew what happened, I was on the floor with my right arm twisted under my body.




    Isaac put down the bar and hurried to my side. “Are you okay?”




    I was mortified, sprawled across his floor like a clumsy child. I wanted to disappear, but that wasn’t an option.




    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I tried to push myself up, but as soon as I put pressure on my right hand, pain shot through my wrist and triceps like a million needles stabbing me, and I fell back down. “Ouch!”




    Isaac wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me into a sitting position. He gingerly took my forearm in his hands and frowned.




    “I think I may have broken it.” I bit my bottom lip to keep from cringing in pain.




    He ran his fingers from my elbow to my fingertips as he examined my wrist closer. The warmth of his touch was soothing in a maybe-something-good-can-come-out-of-being-a-klutz sort of way. After all, it did give me Isaac’s undivided attention. He was so close I could smell vanilla and spearmint—his shampoo, I guessed.




    “I’m sorry,” he said, like it was his fault I had forgotten I was standing on a ladder. “I should have got the vacuum like my father always does and made sure I got the spider too.”




    “It’s okay.”




    Isaac continued to rub my arm with long strokes from my elbow to my fingertips.




    “I may need to go to the hospital.” It was the last place I wanted to spend my Saturday, but with the amount of pain I felt when I tried to get up I was sure I’d broken something. I would have wiggled my hand to see if I could move it if Isaac hadn’t had it in such a vise grip.




    “That’s not necessary,” Isaac replied, a strange edge to his voice. After what seemed like several long minutes, he then eventually asked, “How’s it feel now?”




    I moved my hand up and down like a hinge. Surprisingly, my wrist didn’t hurt as badly as when I’d first fallen. It was like his massage had eased all the pain and soreness away, or I was in too deep a state of shock and embarrassment to feel pain right then. I was sure it was the latter and I’d be begging my dad to take me to the emergency room when I got home.




    “Better. Thanks,” I finally replied.




    He helped me stand. “Do you still want to help me unpack, or would you rather I take you home?”




    I didn’t hear him at first. I was too busy looking for the spider. Then the words take you home bounced around my head. Weird, but I had a hard time thinking straight with him standing so close to me.




    “No. I’m good.”




    Isaac’s mouth perked up into that crooked smile of his. He removed a pile of jackets, clothes, and I’m not sure what else from the sphere-shaped chair and insisted I sit. He finished putting up the bar by himself.




    I curled my legs under me and watched him work. A silver chain slipped from beneath his navy blue T-shirt. From it hung a charm about the size of a quarter with an image of what looked like an old man’s face. I cocked my head to the side and squinted as I tried to get a better look at it.




    “That’s an interesting necklace.”




    “It was my grandfather’s. He gave it to me before he died.” He tucked the charm back under his shirt before opening one of the boxes and grabbing a stack of socks from inside it.




    “What’s on it?”




    “The Green Man.” The socks went into the top dresser drawer. “According to my grandfather, it represents birth, death, and rebirth.”




    I nodded, understanding the importance of an item like that. My mom had never made it out of the hospital after my brother had been born. And I think she’d known she hadn’t had much time left. One day, when I’d been visiting, she’d patted the bed, indicating for me to sit next to her. She’d removed the diamond journey necklace my dad had given her for Christmas and fastened it around my neck.




    “So you remember that I’ll always be with you, no matter where life takes you,” she had said.




    The chain was so delicate. I had been afraid I’d lose it, and while I know it’s silly, I had been afraid that if I did lose it my mom wouldn’t be able to stay with me. So, after her funeral, I had hung the necklace from the top of the lampshade near my bed. It’s been there ever since.




    Most of Isaac’s clothes were still on hangers or folded and separated by the dresser drawer they went in. He was surprisingly organized for a guy, and I wondered if his mom had packed his stuff. The closet was filled and the dresser full in no time.




    “It would have taken my dad a week to unpack that many boxes, and he wouldn’t be able to find anything the next day,” I commented when he had finished.




    “I was kind of anal when I packed,” he admitted with a shrug.




    Isaac really didn’t need my help, but when he reached the boxes near the bookshelf, I got up and knelt on the floor next to him.




    His gaze moved to my arm.




    “I’m fine.” I rolled my wrist to show him and astounded myself when there wasn’t even an inkling of pain. “It’s not even sprained.”




    Satisfied, he let me organize his movies and music while he hooked up the stereo.




    He had a large mix of alternative and rap music, and mostly male singers, so when I hit a country CD with a blonde on the cover I held it up.




    “Taylor Swift?” I asked.




    “What?” A red flush crept into his cheeks. “I had a crush on her.”




    I looked at the cover. Maybe that was his secret. Maybe he was into blondes. What if I was an experiment to see if they really did have more fun? My dark chestnut hair was about as far from Goldilocks as it could get.




    He reached for the CD, but I raised my arm over my head before he could grab it.




    “I was young,” he said, lunging forward and missing my hand.




    “And you’re so old and wise now,” I teased, moving the CD behind my back.




    He grabbed for it, his body practically on top of mine as he tried to catch my hand. I leaned back, laughing.




    “Maybe we should play it,” I said, squirming to keep him from being able to reach it.




    He wrapped an arm around my back, pulling me closer. “Let’s not.”




    We were a jumbled mass of arms and legs. His belt buckle rubbed the bare skin of my stomach, and his neck was in perfect kissing distance. My gaze traveled to his lips. His close proximity had me forgetting I was winning the game of keep-away until he snatched the case from me.




    We both laughed as we disentangled ourselves. He tossed Taylor Swift over his shoulder, and the CD conveniently landed on the bed.




    “You can tell me the truth.” I went back to his collection, hoping to find something else incriminating. “You’re a little bit country.”




    He gave me a sidelong look that said, Puh-lease. “What do you listen to?” he asked as he plugged cables into the stereo.




    “I like a mix of music, really. Except heavy metal and rap. R&B’s cool.” I held up a couple artists as examples of my taste.




    “Eminem is rap,” he said, looking at the cases in my hand.




    “But this one features Rihanna, and she’s R&B.”




    “That doesn’t make the song R&B.”




    I shrugged. “Sure it does.”




    He smiled, shaking his head. “Admit it, you like the bad boys.”




    When he took a CD from the selection I held, it was a rock band. He popped it into the player, and “So Much to Say” drifted out of the one speaker he had connected.




    It was after three in the afternoon when I placed the last DVD on the shelf.




    Isaac broke down the box I’d unpacked as he confessed, “I’m glad my mom hated the paint.”




    There was something in the way he’d said it that sent an elated shiver through me. Not because I was nervous to be alone with him, but because I had a sudden urge to cover his mouth with mine. That would be so unlike me, but at that moment I wanted to grab the front of his shirt and pull him closer. It took me a second to compose myself, and I had to focus on my words to get them out in something that resembled a calm tone.




    “Oh, really?” I glanced around his dungeon-like room. I’d happily be his prisoner.




    “Really.” Isaac crouched down, one hand resting on the floor on either side of me, his smile devious. “Aren’t you in the least bit curious why?”




    My pulse raced in a mix of excitement and longing. His cologne combined with the scents of his room and made my head spin. My reply came out weaker than I meant it to.




    “Why?”




    “First, it gave me an excuse to get you down here.” He ran his hand over my ponytail, giving it a gentle tug before placing his hand back on the floor next to me. He was enjoying himself. “And second, now I can do this.”




    His lips brushed mine in the softest kiss I’d ever felt. Then—too soon for my racing thoughts that urged me to reach up and run my fingers over the muscles in his arm—he broke our kiss and fell back on his butt, his legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles.




    I didn’t move. Couldn’t, really. I was mesmerized by his feather-soft kiss. He fought back a smile, and I hoped I didn’t have a stupid expression on my face.




    “Josh was right about you,” he said.




    “You talked about me?” That snapped me out of my stupor. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised since it was Josh and Kaylee who had set us up. “What did he say?”




    Isaac shook his head. “I can’t tell you that, but I can say it was nothing bad.”




    I stuck my bottom lip out to pout. I didn’t like it when people talked about me, and I had no idea what Josh would have said. I crossed my arms over my chest, which made Isaac laugh.
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