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    One brief moment and all will be as it was before.


    How we shall laugh at the trouble of parting when we meet again!




    ~Henry Scott-Holland


  




  

    Prologue




    THE MIDWIFE LAID THE BABY across a scarlet shawl draped over a flat rock in the dimly lit cave. She wiped her damp brow with the back of her arm, pushed the long braid of her shimmering red hair over her shoulder, and set about carefully cleaning and swaddling the newborn.




    “Does he live?”




    She lifted the child and cradled it in the crook of her arm before turning to the young man. He was dressed in a long brown travel cloak held closed by an intricate gold and emerald brooch at his shoulder. He strained to see the baby’s face as he pulled the hood back and sheathed his heavy sword in the scabbard at his hip. His dark hair was matted to his head, and the grime and sweat of battle caked on the golden skin of his jaw and neck.




    “Does he live?” he repeated anxiously. His brown eyes glinted like gold in the light from the dying log fire nearby.




    “Yes, she lives,” the midwife answered, presenting the child to him.




    “A female! Of course.” He tenderly touched the forehead of the child. “Of course,” he whispered reverently. “And your sister, does she live?”




    The midwife looked to the two women in the corner of the cave whose red hair shimmered like freshly polished copper. One lay quietly on a makeshift bed of straw overlaid with crumpled cloaks like the one the man wore. The other, wearing a green tunic tied at the waist with a braid of brown leather, leaned over her and wiped her face gently with a wet rag.




    “She sleeps—the birth was difficult…” The midwife’s eyes returned to the child.




    The man brushed the back of his fingertips across the child’s cheek with a pained expression. Crashes erupted in the distance. The scraping of metal on metal, the swish of spears slicing through the air, and the cries of the fallen echoed in the confined space.




    “The battle grows near,” the midwife groaned.




    “Yes. Soon the few still standing in the way of the Council will be finished.” He took the child from her and held her in one of his muscled arms. “I must go. Now.”




    The midwife turned away from him to recover a brown leather pocket folder from behind a large rock. She placed the folder, bound with a strip of black leather, in a woven fabric bag across the man’s shoulder. She kissed the child’s head and then used the man’s cloak to conceal both the child and the bag.




    “I will guard both with my life.” He smiled wryly.




    “Where will you take her?”




    He sighed. “I only know who waits to take her from me, not of her journey’s end.”




    Tears glistened in her emerald eyes. “Will I ever see you again?”




    The smile slipped from his face. “If not in this world, in the next, my love. I promise solemnly.”




    A single tear ran down her cheek, and she pulled herself to him. He kissed her hair, embracing her with his free arm as he murmured against her ear.




    “Is tú an solas i mo dhorchadas.”




    You are the light in my darkness.




    Then he was gone.




    She scrubbed the tear from her face and went to join the other women, kneeling down on the damp cave floor beside them.




    The woman with the rag took her hand. “They will be safe. They have to be,” she assured the midwife.




    The two women closed their eyes and lowered their heads. Their lips began to move synchronously, murmuring an enchantment of protection for the child. With each passing moment the battle came closer.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Caleb




    THE TRAFFIC IN FRONT OF US moved painfully slowly in the mass exodus from Camden Hills High School. I groaned, turning the key in the ignition for a second time. It was only the end of October; in Maine that meant it was already colder than was healthy for my purple Morris Marina. I held my breath and scrunched my eyes shut, willing the engine to turn over. With a quiet click it purred to life. When it did start it always sounded good.




    “You need a new car,” Amanda stated flatly, not bothering to raise her eyes from the paint charts she was sorting into color schemes.




    “I know, but I can’t bear to part with Bessie,” I sighed, stroking my fingers lovingly over the dash before tapping the new CD player, a present for my eighteenth birthday two days earlier from my aunt and uncle, also my adoptive parents. It sprang to life much faster than the engine, and a strumming electric guitar and crash of cymbals announced one of my favorite CDs.




    A gentle snoring was coming from the back seat. Amanda’s lips turned up at one side in a crooked smile as she tore off a blank sheet of paper and crumpled it into a tight ball. She shifted in her seat before firing it over the back. My seventeen-year-old brother Ben jumped, startled from his sleep.




    “Hey!” He retrieved the makeshift ball and threw it at my head, hitting me right behind my ear. My shoulders rose and my head ducked in a delayed reflex action.




    “It wasn’t me!” I exclaimed, scowling back at him.




    Amanda giggled, and a sheepish expression spread over her face. Ben returned my look with his dark green eyes flashing incorrigibly, then winked before he crossed his arms and shut his eyes. His dark red bangs fell over his eyes when he leaned his head against the window.




    A dark blue sedan stopped to let me out, and I waved out the window in acknowledgment. The driver waved back, grinning, while his passenger, my friend Jen, held her hand up frantically pointing at her watch. I rolled my eyes and nodded before moving out to join a line of cars consisting of a few so-called classics like mine and lots of shiny new models.




    “What was that about?” Amanda asked, her perfectly shaped eyebrows arching.




    “Oh, she’s overly excited about work tonight. Caleb Wallace is coming in for the first time, and she’s dying to get a good look at him.”




    “Ah, the mysterious and elusive Caleb Wallace,” she sighed, a big smile spreading across her delicate features. “I don’t think it’s just Jen. Half the women in Camden have been in heat since his business partners arrived.”




    I shot her a dubious glance. “Come on, Amanda.”




    She closed her folder, shifted in her seat again, and raised her hand to her head in a mocking swoon; the girl had problems sitting still. “Okay then—more like three quarters, or at least all the women that have seen the partner that’s his brother. He’s set the bar high—yummy!”




    I scoffed and shook my head. In the back, Ben grumbled something under his breath.




    “Aren’t you curious?” Amanda challenged, tilting her head to one side so that her chin-length, blond hair looked asymmetrical. “I mean, working there and all?”




    “I can’t see what the big deal is, that’s all,” I responded nonchalantly. “Besides, so what if he stayed behind in New York for a few months? According to what I heard Seth Jameson tell the Knoxes when they were in last month, he was just tying up loose ends in their last restaurant. I don’t think it exactly qualifies as hard time.”




    Amanda threw her head back and laughed heartily, shifting in her seat to face front again. “Trust Ellen Knox to ask. Three ways to spread news: telephone, telegram, and tell Ellen Knox.”




    Ben snorted, stifling a laugh. I couldn’t help smiling too; Amanda was the worst person in the world when it came to secrets and gossip.




    I jumped at a loud rap on the glass beside my head, and my hand instinctively flew to my chest as if to stop my heart escaping. When I saw who it was I reluctantly lowered the window. “Hi, Chris,” I groaned.




    “Hey, Triona, still waiting for an answer,” Chris prompted, keeping his head level with the window and trying to make his voice persuasive. He raised one eyebrow over his chocolate brown eyes and held onto the window frame as I inched forward in the line.




    Chris was on the soccer team with Ben and Jonathan, Jen’s boyfriend, and he was a total jock, for lack of a better word. Tall, handsome, and from a well-respected family in town, he was the kind of guy who drove one of the shiny cars in the parking lot. He also had a reputation as a serial dater, and it seemed I was his intended victim for the winter formal. He had been pestering me to distraction for the last two weeks, trying to get an answer. The only reason I didn’t say no immediately was because I had promised Amanda I would be there, since she’d gotten stuck going with Ben as the result of a stupid bet on a soccer game.




    Unfortunately for me, no one else asked—but then, no one ever asked me out. Amanda said it was because I intimidated most of the guys in school, although I couldn’t imagine anyone less intimidating than me. I wasn’t particularly good looking, and I got average grades. I wasn’t on any of the many school teams. I didn’t make it into any of the school productions—in fact, I tended to blend into the background, and that was just the way I liked it. I couldn’t understand why Chris would want to go with me in the first place.




    “I know, I’m still waiting to hear from my cousin if she needs me to visit that weekend,” I lied. “I promise to let you know by the end of next week. It’s still weeks away, so there’s plenty of time to find a replacement.”




    “I don’t want a replacement. I want you,” he protested suggestively, running his fingers through ruffled hair that was almost the exact same shade of brown as his eyes.




    I had to purse my lips to muffle a giggle at his comical attempts to charm me. Chris was the type of guy who usually got his own way with females, but I couldn’t see how.




    “Okay,” I promised. “By next Friday at the latest.” I smiled innocently at him and revved the engine, continuing to inch forward, hoping he would take the hint to back away from the window.




    “Friday,” he insisted, nodding a greeting to Amanda and then pulling back.




    He slapped the roof twice before walking away backward with a determined expression on his face.




    I rolled the window up, muttering several swear words under my breath. What did my car ever do to him?




    “What’s the problem?” Amanda asked, frustrated as ever at my indecision. “Why don’t you just give him an answer?”




    “Because he’s an idiot,” Ben grumbled from the back seat.




    “Because he’s an idiot,” I echoed, grimacing at the cars ahead of me.




    Amanda scowled before returning to her paint charts. Finally, I reached the road, hit the accelerator, and turned toward Camden.
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    Jen emerged from the front door as I pulled up outside her house. She was wearing a black silk blouse and a straight black skirt. I sighed, admiring how good she looked, even if her outfit was completely impractical for waiting tables. Her long, light brown hair bounced around her shoulders, and her tall slim figure fit the uniform in all the right places. She threw her jacket on as she walked down the sidewalk, then got in the passenger side and smiled excitedly. I sighed again.




    “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.




    I grunted, pulling away from the curb.




    “Jeez, Alitriona,” she said. “Crack a smile or something. You’re supposed to be impressing the new boss tonight, remember?”




    “It’s just a job, and don’t call me that,” I muttered, forcing a fake smile.




    Alitriona was the name my mom and dad gave me, but I didn’t like anyone to use it now. Anyway, I wasn’t in a bad mood, like Jen seemed to think. In fact, I was feeling optimistic at the moment. Just over another six months and I’d be free from Camden. I was going to Europe; I’d been saving and planning for as long as I could remember. Between work, Christmas, birthdays, and of course the little bit of money my parents left, my bank balance wasn’t looking too shabby.




    Jen filled the rest of our journey with talk about Caleb Wallace, his brother Joshua, and their friend and business partner, Seth Jameson. Seth and Joshua had moved to Camden six months ago and opened a restaurant that catered to Camden’s busy tourist trade. In the summer, people came to hike and head out in the windjammers from the bay for tours. When the temperature dropped, the winter sports enthusiasts arrived to ski, snowboard, and toboggan down Ragged Mountain, a snow resort with unbelievable views over the Atlantic. The rumor mill went into overdrive the day our latest residents arrived. Joshua and Seth were young, twenty-three or -four was the average guess, and they were both extremely handsome and charismatic. Money seemed to be no object in renovating their newly acquired premises on the high ground away from the main part of town into a modern, stylish distraction for people who could afford it.




    We entered the driveway, its small embedded solar lights leading us to the imposing wooden building.




    “Full house again.” Jen grinned. “Plenty of tips.”




    Through the windows, we could see that all the tables were full and a bright orange fire flamed in the stone hearth that rose all the way to the ceiling. I drove past the customers’ cars, parked in the back, and entered the locker room through the staff entrance.




    I hung my jacket up and walked through a door at the end of the row of lockers to a corridor with two rest rooms. Standing in front of the full length mirror with the door open, I surveyed my appearance. Smoothing my skirt, I thought I actually didn’t look too awful. The black suited my dark red hair and made the dark green of my eyes stand out against my pale skin. The deep color of our eyes and hair was another inheritance Ben and I got from our mother. My long wavy hair was tied in a knot at the base of my neck, and I checked it with my hand to make sure it would hold for the night. As I turned back to the locker room, Jen walked back in through the third door that led to the kitchen.




    “He’s not here,” she moaned. I placed my hand lightly on her back, directing her back through the door and scanning the small white card in my hand across the tiny red light in the wall.




    “Never mind,” I consoled her. “It will give you a chance to do some work—instead of just staring.” She threw me an infuriated look over her shoulder, not seeing the funny side.




    Most of the town seemed to be eating here since it opened; even the outdoor deck area with views across the tree tops to the harbor was frequently full to capacity. It was covered by a pergola wrapped in bare vines, planned so that in the summer it would provide shade, but tonight the waterproof awning stretched across the top of it. On clear nights, the awning could roll back into a flap on the exterior wall of the dining room. The restaurant had the latest underground heating system installed outside, no expense spared.




    Joshua Wallace was running the restaurant tonight and was, as Jen constantly reminded me, insanely good looking: tall and lean with broad shoulders, short dark hair which was almost black, and startling blue eyes set against lightly tanned, clean-shaven skin.




    The evening passed quickly, and before I knew it the last of the customers was leaving. I was on the deck clearing a table when Jen appeared.




    “He’s here!” she whispered excitedly in my ear with a huge grin on her face. She didn’t have to explain who she meant.




    “Great…where is he?” I faked an interested smile, glad that she had forgotten my little quip earlier.




    “In the kitchen. Everyone is leaving, so he’s kind of getting intros as they leave.”




    “Sorry, I didn’t realize. I’ll be done in just a minute,” I apologized, hurriedly putting empty glasses onto a tray.




    “Umm, Triona…” she mumbled, her eyes pleading with me. “Jonathan is here too—outside.”




    As usual. Jonathan was here to pick her up. Apparently the fact she spent the last few hours drooling over Joshua Wallace had been erased from her memory. I continued to load the tray with the remnants of someone’s evening out.




    “The usual then?” I asked casually, which was code for if her mom asked, I drove her home.




    “You’re a pal.” She beamed and threw an arm around my shoulder to give me a grateful hug, then shot off back through the door.




    I finished wiping the table down, balanced the tray in one hand, flicked off the light switch for the deck, and locked the door. The dining room was dark, the fading embers in the hearth casting shadows across the room. As I passed, the kitchen door swung open, and for a second the glaring light blinded me. Blinking, I tried to readjust. A dark-haired figure was standing at the door, his arm outstretched holding it open. Inexplicably, I felt my heart thud loudly in my chest and my knees wobble.




    “Sorry, I didn’t think there was anyone left. Joshua didn’t say there was…”




    The words rolled off his tongue like chocolate melting. The pale golden skin of his brow crinkled. “Are you okay?”




    I could barely hear the concern in his voice over the deafening sound of my heart in my ears. “I’m—I’m fine,” I stuttered.




    He let the door swing in behind him and approached me, placing one hand tentatively under my elbow. Instantly the hairs on my arm rose. His brow was creased, and he scrutinized my face with a peculiar look in his eyes. My stomach flipped. He looked so familiar to me, like remembering a dream, and I felt an impulse to run my fingertips over the golden skin of his cheek, which gleamed in the orange glow from the cinders.




    “Are you sure? You seem totally unable to move,” he pointed out. His lip was twitching at the corner, threatening a grin.




    “Oh,” I muttered, tearing my eyes away and immediately shifting my glance to the ground as the color burned in my cheeks. He was right; I was rigid. “Sorry.” I smiled, mortified, and made a conscious effort to relax my limbs.




    “I’m Caleb.” He took his hand from my elbow and flashed a brilliant smile.




    I had known who he was before he told me. I knew the new owner was here tonight, but it was more than that. I couldn’t explain it; though I’d never laid eyes on Caleb Wallace before, I recognized him instantly. I knew the contours of his face, the straight line of his jaw, the shallow dimple in his chin, the deep blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires, and I knew if I lifted my hand the way I wanted to and stroked his face, where his cleanly shaven skin should probably still feel rough, it would feel like softest velvet under my fingertips. My heart fluttered wildly, and I had to force myself to move to the door. Caleb followed.




    “Leave that stuff on the counter; someone else can deal with it tomorrow,” he instructed. Was I imagining it or was his voice shaky?




    “Okay,” I mumbled, avoiding his gaze. I was sure my cheeks were still flaming. “Thanks.” I walked through to the locker room, flashing my card at the door. Again he followed. What was wrong with this guy? Were we playing tag? I went to my locker and, keeping my back to the room, put one arm through a sleeve of my parka.




    “You’re Triona, aren’t you?”




    His warm breath grazed over my cheek, and I spun around to meet his eyes. They were the color of the ocean, deeper than the ocean and framed in long black lashes. His eyebrows came together.




    “Are you sure you’re okay?” His smooth voice made my heart beat faster.




    “Yes,” I choked out.




    “It’s just you’ve stopped moving again.” He grinned but his eyes were still boring deep into mine.




    “Damn,” I whispered under my breath. I turned my back and quickly pushed my other arm through the sleeve.




    “Is that your car outside, the purple one?”




    I turned again, and my heart jumped. He face was inches from mine, and I inhaled deeply. Caleb was so close I could smell his scent, woody and clean, the kind of smell you get after rain in springtime: sweet, and again, strangely familiar. My legs trembled. He looked at me curiously, and it was like a magnetic force was pulling me to him. An ache deep inside me made me want to bring my lips to his and hold him. I longed to be in his arms. I belonged there.




    I shook my head. I was going to lose my job at this rate, since I couldn’t keep working here if I stopped in my tracks every time the boss looked at me. His lips pursed in confusion—he was staggeringly handsome. I couldn’t begin to contemplate how anyone would look at Joshua or Seth, gorgeous as they were, with Caleb around. He continued to stare into my eyes, and the magnetic force pulled us closer. My heartbeat grew even louder, and I hoped he couldn’t hear it.




    “I’m fine, really,” I stammered.




    “I didn’t ask you that.” His lips widened into a smile that reached his jewel eyes, shimmering at me. Oh my.




    “What?” I asked, staring at him and feeling slightly dazed.




    “I asked if that was your Marina outside,” he clarified, still smiling at me like we were old friends. I blinked several times, trying to focus. His hand lifted hesitantly, his fingers curved to the shape of my face and trembled a little. My breathing came in heavy gasps, and I flinched away. If Caleb touched me again, my heart would explode out of my chest and mess up all the renovations. He pulled back, and his expression changed, but I didn’t give myself a chance to consider it.




    “Yes, yes. Sorry.” Shaking my head, I looked down to the floor. “Yeah, it’s mine. Hard to miss.” I tried to laugh at my own pathetic attempt at a joke, but it came out sounding kind of manic. I slipped out the narrow gap between Caleb and the lockers and moved toward the door.




    “Nice car,” he called after me.




    “Eh, thanks.” The cold air hit me at the door, cooling my burning face. Putting the key into the lock of my car, I realized my hand was shaking. It took three attempts to get the door open.




    “I really don’t think you should be driving.”




    Startled, I spun around, and the keys that were still in my hand ripped from the lock and hit Caleb full force in the chest. He didn’t appear to notice; his face still wore the same amazed and bewildered expression he’d had inside. He very likely thought I was insane.




    “I’m sorry.” I shuddered with embarrassment, glad that at least it was dark here and he couldn’t see my flushed cheeks.




    “I could give you a ride,” he offered, pointing over to another car. I was momentarily distracted to see a small silver Porsche parked behind us. Caleb’s voice rang in my head, so soft and strangely compelling, that I wanted to do whatever he told me to.




    “Oh, no, that’s okay.” I smiled, and again it felt manic.




    I managed to unlock the door and jump in, reaching out to pull it closed after me. Caleb’s hand held the frame, and it wouldn’t budge. He leaned in closer, his eyes fixed on mine for a moment as if he was waiting for something. He swallowed hard and then inhaled a long deep breath. The proximity of his face stunned me. He watched me again for what couldn’t have been more than seconds but felt like hours.




    “It’s you,” he murmured barely audibly, almost like I wasn’t meant to hear. I didn’t understand.




    “Unbelievably amazing.” My voice sounded strange and strangled. Panic gripped me. Did I just say that? Oh no. I was thinking it, but I didn’t mean to say it out loud.




    He beamed a smile at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “You’re not too bad yourself,” he returned.




    I thought my heart had stopped, but it was happily pumping all my blood to my face. I recoiled at the horrible shame and pulled the door toward me. This time there was no resistance. I put the key in, groaning under my breath. “Please start, please start.”




    It did.




    “I’ll drive down behind you, make sure you’re okay.” Caleb didn’t sound like he was giving me a choice. I willed myself not to turn and look at him. Not understanding why I was doing as he said, I waited until he was in his car and then pulled away slowly, allowing Caleb Wallace to follow me down the drive toward town.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Hide and Seek




    “YOU DID WHAT?” Amanda exclaimed.




    I felt the blood racing to my face again just thinking about last night, and my fingers tightened around the phone.




    “What am I supposed to do now?” I pleaded after mostly filling her in about last night.




    I was sitting in bed, but I had gotten very little sleep. I had twisted and turned the whole night, Caleb’s face invading my unconsciousness time and time again. The feeling his presence triggered was like finding a lost treasure I didn’t realize was missing. I winced; even Amanda didn’t need that much detail. There was a marked silence at the other end of the line; I just knew she had me on mute. Laughing at my misery, no doubt. I threw myself back against the pillows, flinging my arm out wide and then slapping my hand over my eyes to block his image from my mind, as if I could even if I wanted to.




    “Tell me again, please,” she begged. I could hear the amusement in her voice.




    Amanda wasn’t taking this as seriously as I’d hoped; she was positively reveling in it. A fresh wave of embarrassment flooded my body.




    “I can’t go back in.” My voice was just a little too high and panicked.




    “Don’t be so ridiculous,” she chuckled mockingly. “Of course you can—it’s not as if you tried to kiss him or anything.”




    I took a deep breath, filling my lungs and then letting out a long tragic sigh. “I almost did and…” I took another breath and continued in a flourish of words before I could change my mind about telling her, “…I called him unbelievably amazing.” I had left that bit out when I called her and reeled off the events of last night in a flurry of embarrassing admissions. Holding my breath, I scrunched my eyes shut and steeled myself for Amanda’s response.




    “Oh, my.” She couldn’t even get the rest of her words out before she erupted into giggles.




    I held the phone away until I was sure she had gotten it out of her system. My agony was crushing me—even worse, it was making me want to give up a steady paycheck—and my best friend since I was six years old was laughing. When I returned the phone to my ear, I listened to her taking several calming breaths.




    “Okay, listen,” she said in a more controlled and serious tone, “pretend it didn’t happen.”




    “What?” I exclaimed. My disbelief at her useless advice colored my response.




    “Pretend it didn’t happen. Go back to work and try to act normal. No one else was there except the two of you—it was out of character for you, anyway. I’ve never seen you lose it over a guy before.”




    She made it sound so reasonable, so easy.




    “This is your tree falling in the woods theory, isn’t it?” I deadpanned. “If nobody saw it, it didn’t happen?”




    She paused for a moment and then sighed apologetically. “I’m afraid it’s the best I have.”




    After I hung up, I sat up and my eyes fell on the stack of college applications I had yet to even read sitting on the desk by the window. I wondered if Amanda’s theory could apply to them too; the whole idea that not seeing them made them not exist sounded great right about now. Lewis and Carmel kept gathering up the offensive forms and leaving them around the house in the hope I would change my mind about going to London straight out of school. I found one folded neatly inside a Tupperware container of grated cheese at the back of the fridge about a week ago. Ben wasn’t getting pressured in the same way because he had been helping Lewis, a master carpenter, for years with smaller projects and already decided he wanted to take up an apprenticeship with him. This pleased Lewis to no end.




    I threw the quilt back and slung my legs over the side of my bed, touching the polished floorboards with my toes to test the temperature. I glanced over at the sepia-toned photo that sat in an antique silver frame on my bedside table. In it, a young woman was sitting cross-legged on the grass. One arm hugged a young toddler standing close to her side, and both woman and child gazed down at the sleeping baby cradled in her other arm. The woman’s long dark hair hung down, concealing most of her face. It was the only picture I had of my mother, since she usually preferred to be the photographer. The same photo and frame sat on Ben’s bedside table. I blew a kiss to the photo as I started to rise.




    The springs of my metal-framed bed creaked when I lifted my weight from the mattress. I tugged the quilt off the bed and wrapped it around my shoulders before trudging across the floor and slumping down on the seat at my desk. Pulling the quilt further around my body and positioning it so it wouldn’t slip, I slid my green laptop over to the edge and spread the applications over the remainder of the desk. I tightly squeezed my eyes, floated my hand over the pages, and then dropped it, picking up the first three I touched, like playing Go Fish with colleges. I groaned and picked up a pen. Clicking it at my ear repeatedly, I began reading.
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    I pulled up outside the restaurant just before my shift at six. It was cold out, but the first snow hadn’t fallen yet, and the air was crisp and dry. As I walked toward the door, I took a few deep breaths in a vain attempt to calm my thundering heart. I had decided over the course of the day that Amanda was right and I really didn’t need to make a big deal out of what happened last night. It really wasn’t part of my normal behavior to have my head turned by a good-looking guy, as Amanda had said. So, I convinced myself it must have been a one-off, atypical surge of my teenage hormones. My shift was starting just as Jen’s was finishing up, meaning no moral support.




    After I entered the dining room, I watched Caleb from the side of the counter that stored the cutlery, napkins, and other serving utensils. He was busying himself showing a group of customers to their seats. A higher proportion of women in groups seemed to eat here since word of the charming new owners spread. The particular group of six women he was attending to now were all in their late twenties and early thirties and all giggling like children at something he said.




    “Hey, Triona,” Jen said brightly as she rushed toward me. “Did you see Jonathan outside?”




    The moment she uttered my name, I felt Caleb’s eyes on me. Butterflies gathered in my stomach, and I steadied my gaze on the knives and forks I was sorting into containers.




    “No, he must not be h—here yet,” I stuttered.




    Jen leaned into me so our heads were almost touching. “Amanda filled me in,” she teased. “Nice going.”




    I tried to seem breezy. “I probably exaggerated a bit this morning. It doesn’t seem such a big deal now.” Even I could hear the tremor in my voice, so it was too much to wish for that Jen wouldn’t notice. She playfully nudged my elbow and nodded in Caleb’s direction.




    “Oh yeah? Then why is he looking at you like that?”




    I continued to sort the cutlery refusing to lift my eyes; the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up. “Don’t be silly,” I choked out.




    Jen was still standing close me, and I hoped she couldn’t hear my heart pounding.




    “I think you’ve got an admirer,” she commented, sounding surprised.




    I was a little insulted. It was one thing for me to doubt myself, but another when my friends started to agree with me. Was it so remarkable that he could see something in me he liked? It could happen, maybe…possibly.




    Despite myself, I looked up from under my eyelashes in Caleb’s direction. He was still at the table with the small group of women all gazing up at him, hanging on his every word. His lips continued to move in conversation with them, but his stunning blue eyes were burning into me. I felt a shiver run through my body and caught my breath. I dragged my eyes back to the cutlery as Jen leaned in again.




    “You’re blushing—looks like Caleb might have an admirer too.”




    “I would say an awful lot more than one. I would have to get in line, wouldn’t I?” I said cynically.




    She let out an exasperated sigh, and I glanced at her sideways. Her eyes narrowed, studying my face. “You do like him, don’t you?” Jen’s eyes darted from me over to Caleb again and back. “Well, from where I’m standing, you’re first in line.”




    I felt the butterflies flutter erratically and pursed my lips sarcastically for show.




    “I’ll be talking to you tomorrow. It’s good to see you’re not immune to every male on the planet after all,” she quipped.
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    At the end of the night, when all the customers left and the staff were leaving too, I was in the locker room.




    “See you, Triona,” Stephen, the chef, called, heading through the door. Besides me, he was last of the staff to leave. I smiled halfheartedly in response.




    I’d been in limbo all evening. Caleb didn’t mention last night. In fact, apart from the stolen, guarded glances in my direction and the occasional curious expression crossing his face when I was speaking to a customer, he pretty much stayed at the opposite end of the room, ignoring me. It seemed like every time I moved, he did too. It was as if we were dancing around each other, mirroring each other’s movements, with Caleb maintaining as much distance as possible between us within the confines of the dining room. Was it my imagination, or was he giving me extremely mixed signals? It was very frustrating; I didn’t know what to think. The kitchen door opened, interrupting my thoughts.




    “Triona, can I have a word when you’re ready?” Caleb’s tone was careful, but there was an undercurrent of something else I couldn’t make out. He didn’t wait for a reply, just left the door swinging after him.




    Butterflies fluttered around my insides again instantly, and my breathing became jagged. I couldn’t imagine what line his train of thought was on; this could either end very well or very badly. I shook my hands in front of my body, trying to calm the butterflies. Opening the kitchen door, I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He wasn’t there. I scowled. I could see in through the open door of his office, and he wasn’t there either, so I headed to the dining room, but still no Caleb.




    “Hmm,” I muttered, exasperated. Last night we were playing tag, tonight it seemed to be hide-and-seek. My heart started to thump a little louder. I surveyed the room again, just in case he decided to hide under a table or something. Who asks to speak to someone and then vanishes? The room was dark, but he definitely wasn’t there.




    Exiting the double doors that led to the deck, I finally spotted him. He had his back to me and was leaning against the rail that surrounded the deck. As I moved forward, I could see Caleb resting his forearms on the rail with his fingers intertwined, locked tight. I quietly approached and stopped at the rail, still about two feet from him, far enough away that his scent wouldn’t permeate the air that I would be using as soon as I started to breathe again. Caleb’s head was lowered, his eyes were closed, and he appeared to be miles away deep in contemplation. My heart was still racing when I placed one hand on the rail to steady myself and turned halfway toward him.




    The few lights still lit on the deck caught his features. His dark hair and his impossibly long eye lashes against the gold of his skin made my stomach do somersaults. I attempted in vain to compose myself and steady my breathing.




    “Caleb, are you okay?” I asked meekly, not knowing exactly what I would to say if he answered no. I watched as his lips started to turn up at the side. His eyes opened, and his expression became warm.




    “I’m really not sure.”




    Confounded, I waited, but he said nothing. Was he waiting for me to speak? He had asked me out here, so I held back and instead studied his profile. Caleb’s angular jaw was tense, his straight nose curved in above full dark pink lips. My breath caught and came out as a muted gasp. He turned sideways toward me and dropped one hand by his side so we were once again mirroring each other. He blinked, caught off guard by the way we seemed to unconsciously reflect each other’s stance. A beam of moonlight flashed in his eyes, making them sparkle, and I looked away, the warmth spreading through my cheeks despite the cold night air.




    “I wanted to talk to you about last night,” he said softly. I could feel his gaze on me, but I refused to meet his eyes.




    “I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you or myself.” I peeked up for less than a second. Why wasn’t I capable of keeping my eyes off him for long?




    His face was glorious with concern. “No, I’m sorry,” he insisted. “I’m the one who embarrassed myself. I just wasn’t prepared…” His voice trailed off apologetically.




    I felt some relief that he apparently wasn’t intending to fire me for my outlandish behavior and lifted my eyes only to be bowled over by the full depth of his gaze. Again, I froze. Caleb’s eyes narrowed as he intently examined my stupefied features. Whatever it was he was searching for, he seemed to find it, and the straight line of his lips softened into an easy grin. The butterflies went wild, and I felt as if I must be glowing. I couldn’t help returning his smile.




    “That’s better. Smiling suits you.” His voice warmed my insides.




    “I—I better get home,” I stammered, pushing back from the rail.




    “Of course.” It thrilled me to see his eyes betraying his disappointment. “Are you working tomorrow?” he blurted out.




    My breathing staggered, and I had to avoid his eyes to keep my lungs going. He was trying to prolong the conversation.




    “No. Wednesday night,” I replied. Just breathe and walk, I thought to myself while still moving toward the door.




    “Goodnight, Triona,” he called after me.




    I was already at the door and able to breathe easily again.




    “Goodnight, Caleb,” I called back. I realized I was already looking forward to Wednesday.
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    I woke up the next morning smiling to myself before snuggling back into the quilt, thinking about last night, thinking about Caleb’s eyes and the way they creased at the edges when he smiled and the way they lit up when he looked at me.




    “Yummy,” I said out loud.




    I showered and changed before going downstairs to the kitchen where Lewis, Carmel, and Ben were having breakfast. The kitchen was bright and airy with handmade. contemporary wooden cabinets that Lewis and Ben had built together and an oblong stripped pine table in the center. The terracotta floor tiles brought warmth into the room. I reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a small bottle of orange juice.




    “How was work, babes?” Lewis asked conversationally.




    “Fine,” I sighed happily, still grinning.




    He chewed slowly on a pancake he was eating and raised an eyebrow, shooting Carmel and Ben quizzical glances.




    “You want me to get you some breakfast, honey?” Carmel offered brightly.




    “No, thanks.” I spun around to the cabinet behind me, grabbed a granola bar, and turned back.




    “Do you know anything about this?” Carmel laughed, smiling questioningly at Ben.




    Ben shoveled a forkful of pancakes into his mouth, dripping syrup on his chin. “New boss,” he spluttered.




    Carmel handed him a paper napkin from a stack on the table before running her fingers through her highlighted blond hair. She looked over to Lewis, and her brow creased over her soft gray eyes. Carmel was an inch or two shorter than me, slim, and attractive. She worked in a bank in town and took time with her appearance, always looking groomed and effortlessly, timelessly elegant.




    Lewis, however, was a big man and would be intimidating if it weren’t for the huge, gentle smile constantly on his face. Like Ben, he was protective of me and loved to tease, getting a wicked glint in his eye when he did. Carmel struggled with his attachment to checkered shirts and steel-toed boots, and he grumbled endlessly whenever Carmel tried to get him into a shirt and tie for any occasion. But then he always wrapped her small frame in a bear hug and picked her up from the ground before he eventually gave in and plodded off to change. Both she and Lewis were in their mid-forties. Lewis was our father’s only brother, and he and Carmel never had children of their own, until Ben and I came to live with them when our parents died almost twelve years ago.




    “Isn’t he a bit old?” she inquired.




    Lewis flashed me an unconcerned smile and winked. “You know our girl doesn’t have the time of day for any young suitors.”




    “Not what I hear,” Ben muttered under his breath, grinning teasingly. Both Lewis and Carmel looked in his direction, surprised. I walked behind his seat, hitting him playfully on the back of his head as I passed.




    “What would you know?”




    Ben smiled cheekily and stuck his tongue out at me.




    “Gross.” I made a disgusted face at the half-masticated pancake still attached to his tongue.




    Carmel rolled her eyes.




    “He’s twenty-one, as a matter of fact,” I declared trying to appear disinterested in the conversation. “And there’s nothing going on between Caleb Wallace and me.” Despite my efforts, a smile was creeping across my face at the sound of his name.




    “Hmm,” Carmel mumbled with tight eyes, not convinced.




    “I’m going to Amanda’s. I’ll be back for dinner.”




    “Six,” Carmel reminded me.




    Lewis was already back to shuffling the Sunday paper. I headed to the door and grabbed my parka from the end of the stairs.




    The air outside was sharp and clean. I pulled my jacket on as I walked past Lewis’s blue pickup in the driveway. Looking down the street, I saw the dead leaves shed from the trees and bushes in the gardens being blown around by the light wind. One of the things I would miss most about Camden, after my family and friends, was the colors. I could never get used to them. Every color that existed, existed in Maine. In the fall, the colors of the leaves varied from green to russet, copper, gold, dark red, and burgundy to name but a very few. They would soon give way to the white of winter, the flashing lights of Christmas mixed with dark green Christmas trees, and the blinding blue light of the winter sky on a clear day. On darker days there were gray and sometimes even black clouds. In the spring, the trees, parks, and mountain shrubs began to grow again. The gardens would be full of budding flower beds, and then summer had the hanging baskets of Main Street, the gardens full of blooms, and the pale brown of the trails on the mountains. Of course, all year we had the deep blue of the ocean, and every day we had sunrise and sunset in shades of red, orange, pink, blue, and white. I loved the colors. Sometimes I even dreamed of them, waking up restless but exhausted with colors still swirling around in my head.




    Jen was already in Amanda’s room when I got there, sitting on the carpeted floor. Amanda’s bed was unmade behind them, and lots of different colored swatches of fabric hung off the rail at the end. There were pictures, diagrams, and room plans propped up all around the room, and a paint chart, scraps of paper, and yet more swatches of fabric covered her desk. I grabbed a pillow from the bed and sat down with them. Placing the pillow across my lap, I played distractedly with the corner. They were both wide-eyed and grinning silently at me.




    “Well?” Jen exclaimed excitedly. “Are you going to tell us, or are we going to have to torture you?” She looked like she was ready to carry out that threat. “The garbled text you sent us wasn’t very clear—except for all the ‘yummy’s.”




    “Yeah…we got that part,” Amanda added.




    I couldn’t think which part to tell first—the looks, what happened on the deck, or Caleb’s face when I was leaving. I quietly picked at an imaginary thread on the pillow while I deliberated. Amanda leaned in under my downturned face, scrutinized my expression, and sat back looking flabbergasted.




    “Are you serious?” Her forehead wrinkled skeptically. “I’ve never seen you like this—you’re blushing.”




    My cheeks flushed even deeper, and I looked up at them, unable to keep the smile from my face. “I don’t know how to explain it…” I looked down again. The things I felt around Caleb were so strong, the emotions so intense, it embarrassed me to admit them even to my best friends. “He barely even spoke to me last night, but this morning I woke up feeling amazing. He takes my breath away,” I finished, feeling my face on fire.




    “Jeez, Triona, you’re glowing!” Jen exclaimed, sounding breathless with excitement.




    I started pulling at the corner of the pillow again, and when I glanced up, Amanda was shaking her head side to side slowly.




    “That’s one for the books. Everyone’s been saying they’re very handsome—but I hadn’t heard that one.” She paused and tilted her head the way she always did when considering something. Then she straightened up again, her eyes narrowing, making a line between her eyebrows. “What happened? Exactly,” she asked, speaking each word slowly and deliberately.




    I inhaled deeply, giddy just thinking about it. “He apologized for my behavior.” I chuckled at how ridiculous it sounded now, Caleb thinking it was his behavior that was inappropriate.




    “And?” they shouted in unison, leaning toward me with their hands on their knees, the curiosity plainly evident in their expressions. I paused for just a moment longer, letting them stew for a little; their faces were too amusing not to. When the usually placid Amanda looked like she was ready to hold me down while Jen did the torturing, I finally put them out of their misery.




    “It really is hard to explain…but it’s like we move together, you know?”




    Judging from the blank stares I was faced with, they clearly didn’t.




    “Okay,” I started, trying to put it another way. “He moves, I move, and vice versa. Like we’re so hyper-aware of each other that we’re connected. I don’t know…I just react different, physically, when he’s around and…I think he’s doing the same thing.”




    Still, their faces were blank, and then Amanda’s head tilted again. I spoke slower this time. “I think he likes me. He said smiling suits me.”




    They both eased back, having almost stood over me to get an answer. “Aww…so romantic,” they both sighed with scrunched up faces, looking at me and then each other before erupting into giggles. I didn’t think “aww” quite covered it.
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    The rest of the weekend was over in a flash, but the first half of the week dragged by excruciatingly slowly. Each class seemed to take forever. I concentrated on my homework for hours each evening, much longer than necessary to distract myself. It delighted Carmel and Lewis to see me tackle the dreaded college essays and forms at last. Anything to keep busy, but it was still a waste of time. Every now and then I blushed just imagining Caleb standing in the moonlight on the deck, remembering his deep voice. As much as I tried not to think about it, Wednesday couldn’t come soon enough.




    I pulled up to the restaurant and parked beside Caleb’s Porsche. Inside, I passed Jen sitting on the couch flipping the pages of a fashion magazine. Jonathan drove her this evening. I grinned sheepishly at her, and immediately she dropped the magazine beside her.




    “Triona—” she started.




    “Just one second.” I cut her off and headed to the mirror in the ladies room. One final check. The butterflies twisted in my stomach. I took extra care to fix my hair tonight, and although I didn’t normally wear much makeup, tonight I carefully applied dark mascara to make the green in my eyes even more defined.




    “Ready?” I asked Jen excitedly, heading back past her. My heart rate increased with each step. She stood up to follow me.




    “Hey, Triona, I need to tell you…”




    Just then the door opened. It was Joshua.




    “Hi.” I was sure the disappointment that was already threatening was clear on my face.




    “It’s been busy all day,” he told us. “We expect a big crowd tonight, so you should both just dive right in.”




    I looked to Jen, her eyes were cast downward and she was frowning. “I tried to tell you.”




    My stomach knotted. Of course she was trying to tell me something, but I didn’t listen. I suspected I knew what it was she was trying to say. Joshua held the door for us.




    “Isn’t that Caleb’s car outside? Is he working tonight too?” I tried to keep my voice breezy, but the disappointment was building, about to overflow into tears, and I noticed Joshua’s smell for the first time. Similar to Caleb’s, not as strong, but it made my heart thud.




    “Yeah, nice isn’t it? I borrowed it, since my jeep is in the shop. Caleb’s in New York for a few days,” he replied casually, oblivious to my strained expression.




    “Oh,” I murmured weakly, walking past.




    “Sorry,” Jen muttered.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Excuses




    THE NEXT FIVE WEEKS PASSED far too slowly. Caleb returned after a week, and I decided in my humiliation that graduation couldn’t come quickly enough. It was bad enough that my friends knew I had entertained the notion that Caleb Wallace was remotely interested in me, but my aunt and uncle knew too. Caleb’s brother, who also happened to be my boss, also knew, and I was sure it was blatantly obvious to Caleb. The only other time we worked together, we again spent the whole evening at opposite ends of the dining room—that was, when he found himself in the dining room at all. I presumed this was his way of politely keeping an already uncomfortable situation from becoming completely unbearable. For me it was basic survival instinct; I still found it hard to breathe when Caleb was near me. I thought about getting another job, but the money there was good, and I needed it for London. At least that was my justification. It may have had a little more to do with the hope that I would run into Caleb than I wanted to admit to myself. The winter formal was fast approaching and I reluctantly agreed to go with Chris, but that was the extent of my preparation for it.




    The Wednesday of the week before the formal, I was in the locker room of the restaurant straightening myself up before starting my shift. The weather was warmer than usual for the time of year but still cold, and I’d gotten blown about a bit between my car and the staff entrance.




    “Hi, Triona. Can I have a quick word?”




    I turned to see Seth standing at the table, but I hadn’t heard him come in. He was looking at a sheet of paper in his hand, the staff work rotation.




    “Sure,” I replied casually, closing the door of my locker.




    Seth was as tall as Caleb and also had dark hair and dazzling blue eyes, although Seth’s had a sparkle of green to them, making them change color depending on the light. Today they were green. He thoughtfully tapped a pen against his straight bottom lip, his mouth slightly open. He was paler than Caleb and Joshua too, but like them he always seemed to have a glow about him, like he radiated a warm light from within.




    “Is there any chance you were considering not going to the winter formal at your school?” he asked doubtfully. Even his voice was suave; Seth exuded charm.




    “I am going, actually,” I admitted, almost embarrassed. I found myself blushing at the prospect of a whole evening with Chris trying to paw at me.




    “Oh, right.” He frowned. His eyes flickered at me, sparkling. “Any chance you’ll change your mind?”




    Seth’s voice was oddly potent, as if there was something underlying it. I’d seen him do this to Jen when he wanted her to change shifts and to some of the customers. It was almost like he was sending them subliminal messages. I didn’t get it, and it seemed to frustrate him when I didn’t instantly agree.




    “I can’t, really.” However appealing the idea of standing Chris up was, Amanda would probably lose it if I backed out now.




    “Hmm.” Seth pouted as he eyed the schedule again, rubbing his thumb and forefinger down the razor sharp line of his jaw toward his squared chin. “That leaves Caleb with absolutely no servers on that night.” He glanced at me again persuasively. “Are you sure?”




    Caleb was working. I flew through the list of likely outcomes for the night of the dance in my head. There was the possibility of being mauled by Chris, since I knew he would try. I shuddered. Seth’s eyes tightened as he watched me. Either Ben or I would end up in trouble for inevitably kicking Chris’s ass. I could cancel on Chris and stay home. Amanda would kill me, but this close to the dance it was looking much more appealing than outcome number one. The third outcome was even more appealing—namely, that I could work, telling Amanda it was that or lose the job and money that I so badly needed. I could spend the evening working with Caleb. He’d have to stay out in the dining room if we were short-staffed. I could be near him…I’m pathetic. Would I really go to those extremes just to spend an evening in the same room as the guy?




    “Okay then,” I whined slowly. “You’ve convinced me. I’m not about to let you down when everyone else already has.” I faked my best resigned expression and sighed, trying not to smile.




    “Great,” he exclaimed putting his arm around my shoulder triumphantly. “I knew I could count on you.”




    I smiled pessimistically, knowing my acting skills weren’t up to much. He either didn’t notice or didn’t care.




    “You’ll get a little extra in your paycheck for this.”




    A whole evening around Caleb Wallace, and I was getting a bonus too.
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    The next day I looked all over school for Chris. Of course on the day I actually wanted to see him, he couldn’t be found. Eventually, just before the last period before lunch, he strutted past me as I was going in the door to class.




    “Hey there, gorgeous.” He smiled and winked at me, making a clicking noise with his tongue. He was so obnoxious.




    The two guys with Chris, one walking on either side of him, leered at me with knowing smiles playing at their lips. I grimaced and clutched my books closer to my chest. I was wearing a turtleneck sweater for Pete’s sake. What were they gawking at?




    “Actually, Chris, I need to talk to you about something if you have a minute?”




    “Anything for you.” He winked again suggestively.




    I raised an eyebrow at him quizzically, trying not to imagine what he was attempting to insinuate with that comment.




    “I’ll catch up with you guys in class,” he finished, speaking toward his leering friends but not taking his eyes off me.




    They moved on, thankfully, and Chris stood studying my face. I rubbed the side of my leg with one hand, still holding my books to my chest with the other. The crowds were moving from the hallway toward their respective classes. I was planning to keep this quick and hopefully painless—just like ripping a band aid off, I’d told myself. Unfortunately, now I was feeling a bit like a coward, and it wasn’t so easy.




    “It’s about the formal…”




    Chris’s eyes tightened; he suspected what I was about to say. Not that meat-headed after all.




    “It’s just, well…” I continued in a muted voice trying to force the words out.




    “You’re not going, are you?” he cut in, disbelieving.




    I looked down, feigning regret, and then peeked up at him innocently from under my eyelashes. His expression was incredulous and furious at the same time.




    “I can’t get the night off work,” I whispered.




    “What?” he exclaimed loudly, his anger at me evident in his voice. “What kind of an excuse is that? It’s only a week away! What am I supposed to do now?”




    I smiled guiltily. “I’m sorry, but I can’t lose my job, and you’ll get another date easily.”




    “What, a week before the dance?” he shouted. “You’ll regret this.” There was an air of menace about his words. Chris leaned in toward me, backing me up against the door frame. This wasn’t going as well as I’d hoped.




    “I wouldn’t do that, Baxter.” Ben’s voice boomed from behind us.




    Damn, I didn’t want to cause trouble.




    Chris glared back at Ben. “Or what?” he said with a sneer.




    “Or you’ll have to deal with him and me.” Jonathan’s six-foot frame came out from behind Ben. Jonathan was sleek and brawny, and his athletic background showed in the sinewy muscles flexing in his coffee-colored forearms where his sleeves were rolled back.




    Chris wasn’t about to fight with a teammate, but Jonathan would have no reservation in this particular scenario, where a guy was picking on a girl. Sensing defeat, Chris raised his hands with his palms forward and moved away.




    “Okay, okay. She’s not worth it anyway,” he muttered.




    Oh yeah? I thought to myself, you weren’t thinking that just a few minutes ago when it was just my younger brother. Even though Ben was as tall as Jonathan, he was much slighter. People like Chris always thought that the ten-month age gap between us made Ben nothing more than a kid, even though we were in the same year.




    Mr. Cilmi, our English teacher, was approaching us, coming up the hallway fast. “What’s going on here?”




    “Nothing,” I claimed, but my face was beet red, giving me away. Jonathan relaxed his protective stance.




    “Mr. Baxter?” Mr. Cilmi locked eyes with Chris, silently questioning him.




    “Oh, we were just discussing the formal. Who’s driving, that kind of thing,” Chris lied convincingly with a slight smile on his face.




    “Right,” Mr. Cilmi said, not as won over as I would have liked. “Maybe you should find your seats, then,” he continued, looking at Jonathan, Ben, and me. “And you should get to class too, Mr. Baxter,” he ordered.




    We backed into the class, watching Chris spin on his heel and walk hurriedly down the hallway.




    I made my way slowly to the back of the room and slumped into my seat next to Amanda.




    “You okay?” Ben asked in a hushed voice, turning to me from his seat two rows up.




    “Fine,” I mouthed wearily, as I opened the book of poetry on my desk.




    “Mr. Pryor! When you’re ready?” Mr. Cilmi shouted sarcastically from the front of the classroom. “Or would you and your friends like to continue to delay class today?”




    Ben twisted in his seat to face front and opened his book. I glanced over to Amanda. She pursed her lips sternly and looked away, ignoring me completely until the end-of-class bell pealed.




    I took my time gathering my books, waiting for the onslaught from Amanda about the dance. She said nothing, just gave me a disappointed glance before stomping out the door ahead of me on her way to the cafeteria.




    I stopped off at the restroom, so by the time I got to the cafeteria and threw some pasta salad and juice on my tray, Amanda, Jonathan, Ben, and Jen were already sitting at our regular table. I took a seat beside Amanda and silently began to play with my pasta, not putting any into my mouth. I wasn’t hungry. Jen had just come from gym class, which she had with Chris, and was in the process of informing us that Chris told everyone that he had cancelled on me. I could hazard a guess it was a pre-emptive strike to save his ego.




    “I’ll set him straight,” Jonathan assured me before taking a bite of pizza.




    “No, don’t even bother,” I mumbled. “I really couldn’t care less what he says to anyone.” I pushed my tray away.




    I hated when Amanda was mad at me. She was turned away from me, her full attention pointedly on Jen. I glanced around the cafeteria over my shoulder and spotted several people staring at me and whispering.




    “Shouldn’t people have more important things to think about?” I groaned.




    “I hope this isn’t because of what I think it is,” Amanda said to me without looking in my direction, her tone clearly disgruntled.




    “Well, if you think it’s the money, then you’re right,” I replied, trying to sound credible. “I’ve only got another few weeks of work as it is before the restaurant closes until March.”




    A lot of places in the town closed for winter when the weather got too bad. The restaurant could have stayed open, there were enough customers most of the time, but it seemed no more than a hobby to Caleb, Joshua, and Seth. They clearly didn’t need the money. I counted myself lucky I would only be out of work for two months. I jammed a straw into my juice box a bit too hard, making orange juice splutter over the top of the straw and onto the table. Amanda turned her head, her lips pressed together dubiously, and handed me a tissue. As I mopped up the splatter of juice, her eyes tightened, analyzing me closely. I felt the blush on my cheeks.




    “You know he has a girlfriend?” she snapped, her voice a little harsher than usual. She didn’t need to specify she was talking about Caleb. She knew I didn’t know. She said it to hurt me, and it worked. I felt a twinge in my chest.




    “We don’t know that for sure,” Jen butted in. Her expression was a marginally more sympathetic.




    My stomach turned over. I was glad I hadn’t eaten the pasta. Ben and Jonathan engrossed themselves in a conversation about football with two other guys at the opposite end of the table, conspicuously ignoring the female gossip at this end. Amanda sighed, and her expression eased a little, but I could still see the annoyance in her eyes.




    “Jonathan’s parents were in Manhattan a few weeks back for a weekend, and they saw Caleb Wallace at a restaurant with a woman.”




    I played with the straw, attempting to appear unbothered about the information Amanda was feeding me, even though I could feel my heart speeding. So what if he was out for dinner with a woman? It didn’t necessarily mean anything, and it was absolutely none of our business, anyway. Amanda took a breath and continued.




    “Apparently she was stunning,” Amanda said. “Long, pale blond hair and amazing silver eyes—really beautiful and a little older than him by all accounts. Early thirties, Ellen guessed.” She raised an eyebrow at that bit of extra non-essential information, added purely for drama.




    “Ellen didn’t say she was his girlfriend,” Jen corrected her, seeming indignant that Amanda was using a conversation between them to get at me.




    “Anyway.” Amanda glared at Jen for interrupting. “He was very animated and very emotional when he was talking to her, and then Jen heard him on the phone talking about her.” She looked to Jen for affirmation.




    My breathing was slightly unsteady, and I made an effort to cover it. My friends thought I was making a fool of myself. Maybe I should have just stuck to the original plan and gone to the dance with Chris. I looked around and spotted Chris walking into the cafeteria. If looks could kill, I would have dropped like a stone. The Chris option was well off the table. Amanda nudged Jen in the ribs with her elbow.




    “Ouch!” Jen exclaimed, moving her seat further away from Amanda. Then, relenting, she turned to me. “I was in the kitchen last week after work, and the office door was open. I could hear Caleb on the phone talking to someone about a woman. He was going on about how he was finding it harder every day to stay away from her and that he couldn’t stop thinking about her.” She paused, apparently reluctant to tell me any of this. Her eyes flickered to Amanda with irritation. “He said she was making him feel like he was losing his mind. He didn’t even hear me knock on the door to tell him I was going until the third time I tried.”




    My stomach hurt. I was just a silly schoolgirl with a silly schoolgirl crush. It was embarrassing. I was too old for this.




    “He’s kind of bizarrely intense, isn’t he?” Amanda added. The annoyance faded from her face, leaving her looking like she just felt sorry for me, and her head tilted to the side. She was considering something, planning.




    “What?” I asked suspiciously.




    “Well.” She grinned brightly, straightening up. “Since you’re letting us all down for the winter formal…”




    Jonathan’s and Ben’s eyes darted to us without breaking their own conversation. I was sure it made no difference to them whatsoever if I went to the dance, but this way, they wouldn’t have to watch Chris’s every move all night.




    “You’re not getting out of the Snow Bowl too,” Amanda finished firmly.




    Damn! I was already getting my excuses ready for that expedition. A gang of us were going to the Ragged Mountain Snow Resort just outside town over Christmas vacation. This particular outing was to celebrate the last time we would all be there together while still in high school. I didn’t ski anymore; a nasty fall a few years ago left me with a badly broken leg. I had healed completely, but I had no desire to repeat the experience. If I had to go, I’d be sticking to the less dangerous ice skating rink.




    “Okay,” I agreed grudgingly. “I’ll go, but that’s an enormous concession you’re getting here. Don’t expect any more until we’re fifty!” I would have to be careful not to agree to any specific activity over the next few weeks.




    Amanda smiled, apparently pacified, and Jen rolled her eyes at her. The cafeteria was starting to empty, signaling it was time for our next class.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Dance




    IT WAS SNOWING the evening of the winter formal. I shook flakes from my hair when I got inside the staff entrance of the restaurant and then ran one hand over it to check the knot. Standing in front of my opened locker, I shrugged my jacket off my shoulders, and just as I was hanging it up, I heard the kitchen door behind me open. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Caleb. It was a strange sensation, but it was as if his presence immediately filled the room, pressing down on me and making it hard to breathe. I froze at the sound of his surprised voice.




    “Triona! What are you doing here?”




    My heart fluttered. I gulped twice, trying to calm it, and reminded myself that he was madly in love with the stunning blonde from New York. I turned. His startled expression made my breath catch. It was crazy; there were tingles in the pit of my stomach, and I would have been perfectly happy to stand there locked in his gaze forever, except that his eyes tightened minutely and his body seemed to stiffen. I had to make a determined effort to speak the words I’d practiced repeatedly so they wouldn’t stick in my throat.




    “Hi, Caleb.” At least I sounded natural. Reaching behind me, I closed my locker and forced myself to take a small step forward. One step at a time, a little voice in my head instructed me.




    I froze again, disappointed and a little hurt when, as smoothly as I stepped forward, Caleb stepped back. I didn’t understand the weird barrier he’d created between us. He seemed determined to keep a certain physical distance between us at all costs, and it made me incredibly self-conscious. What was I even doing here? I should be with my friends. My eyes stung, and I blinked, trying to hold back tears. When that didn’t work, I lowered my face and pretended to adjust my skirt.




    “Didn’t Seth let you know I was working tonight?” My voice was shaky.




    “No,” he muttered darkly, “he didn’t.”




    I waited until I was sure there would be no tears. “Maybe I should just go out and get started?”




    “Started?” He sounded slightly bewildered. I lifted my head, and he was staring at me with such an extraordinary expression, so lost, as if he couldn’t remember who I was, but was trying to. I couldn’t begin to fathom what he was thinking at all. My heart thumped.




    “Work?” I clarified. “I should start work.”




    “Oh yeah, sorry. Yes, of course. But it’s very quiet tonight—I’ve already sent three people home.” He took another step back, his hand at the door behind him, as though it were a reflexive response to my step forward. “The weather, maybe, and people staying home to see their kids off to the dance at your school.” He paused, studying me.




    I involuntarily drew a shallow breath and quickly dismissed the idea of going home. Despite everything, I couldn’t make myself leave him.




    “Shouldn’t you be at the dance?” he asked, one eyebrow rising.




    “Yeah, it’s a long story…” My voice trailed off. Why would he care? I walked forward and was pleased to see he didn’t run through the door and leave it swinging after him. Instead he stepped back and held it open for me. I swiped my card and walked through, smiling timidly and trying not to meet his eyes. I was sure he took a deep breath as I passed.




    [image: ]




    Caleb was right about it being quiet. There were very few customers. A few couples and one party of four, and they were all gone by nine o’clock. Caleb stayed in his office all evening, as usual, as far away from me as he could possibly get. To be so close to him and not be able to see him was maddening. I really didn’t know what I had expected tonight. I didn’t know what I was doing there at all, especially after Amanda and Jen told me about his girlfriend. The only thing I did know was that Caleb was, intentionally or unintentionally, drawing me to him, and no matter how humiliating and painful it got, I couldn’t resist the pull.




    I was absentmindedly ripping a piece of paper to shreds, watching the clock move with unnatural slowness, when the door opened with a bang and Chris staggered through, catching himself on the frame. He was wearing a suit, so I presumed he had come from the dance. He swayed a bit as I approached him; his face looked harsh, jaw clenched and eyes narrowed.




    “What are you doing here, Chris?” I asked warily. I had never seen him in the restaurant before.




    “I’m here to eat.” He looked around, taking in the empty room.




    I noticed his lip was twitching oddly. He did look good in a suit; if he wasn’t so vile he would be very cute. “I can see why you couldn’t get away,” he sneered, his lip curling back over his white teeth. The result of bleaching, probably. “You’re run off your feet.”




    I pursed my lips. He looked and sounded like he had been drinking. He didn’t walk here because he wasn’t wearing a coat, so he must have driven. I must have been more distracted than I thought, not to have heard his car.




    “Come on, then, I’ll show you to a seat,” I sighed reluctantly.




    Chris looked around the room again. “Oh, I think I can find one myself,” he slurred sardonically. Grabbing the nearest chair to him, he pulled it back and sat down, using too much force. The chair screeched loudly on the wooden floor, and he fell into it, knocking the one beside it sideways with a bang. Chris made no effort to pick up the seat, so I bent to retrieve it as the kitchen door swung in. Stephen, wearing his white chef’s uniform, poked his head out.




    “Everything okay out here?”




    “Fine,” I said bleakly, getting to my feet again.




    Stephen hung on the side of the door for a moment, watching. Chris grimaced in his direction and then mumbled something about being a tease under his breath. I started to blush and hoped it wasn’t a barbed comment about me.




    “Are you sure?” Stephen asked again with an expression of concern on his face.




    “Yes, absolutely,” I assured him, sounding more confident than I felt.




    With one last glance at Chris, Stephen went back into the kitchen. I walked over to the counter to retrieve a menu for Chris and handed it to him, then waited, notepad in hand, impatiently clicking the top of my pen with my thumb.




    “How about you get me a beer to start?” By his bloodshot eyes, I guessed he had had enough already.




    “You’re under twenty-one.”




    “But the customer is always right,” he argued, flashing a smile that would probably have floored a lot of the girls in school but was wasted on me.




    I glared at him, disgruntled by his presence here, as if I wasn’t aggravated enough tonight. I’d missed out on a night out with my friends to work with Caleb, who’d ignored me all evening and left me sulking in the dining room alone. Now that I had to deal with being alone in the dining room with Chris, it occurred to me how much better being by myself was.




    “Okay, okay. I’ll have a steak—rare.”




    “Any side?”




    “You pick,” he suggested, grinning again.




    “Okay,” I said in a singsong voice, jotting his order onto my notepad and heading back to the counter.




    “I don’t understand it.”
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