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    Dedication




    For my “Sophie,” Michelle,


    who has been there since the beginning,


    when all of this was just an idea.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Epiphany




    “SOPHIE, YOU HAVE GOT to be kidding me!” Kate yelled over the dressing room door.




    “Just come out and let me see it,” her friend pleaded.




    “No freakin’ way am I coming out there. It barely covers my butt!” Kate turned around to look at herself in the mirror. The red dress she had just squeezed herself into left very little to the imagination. It fell just below her butt, and her chest was at serious risk of falling out.




    “Wait, is that the red one?”




    “Yeah, the red one that’s so small it’s now cutting off my circulation. What is this, a size two?” Kate pulled at the bodice of the dress, attempting to get her blood flowing again.




    “Sorry, that one is mine; here it is in a six. Oh, and try this one too.” She threw the same red dress over the door, followed by a hot pink one. “Oh, and these too,” she said as she tossed over at least five more dresses in all different colors.




    “Soph, what it is with all the colors? I’m trying not to stand out,” Kate said, tossing the pile of colorful fabrics on the chair.




    “Well, it’s the trend right now. Just bear with me. You want this night to be something you remember, and there is nothing wrong with standing out. Plus, who knows—you might just meet someone.”




    “Fine, but can you at least give me a few black ones—something a little less…loud?” Kate knew she would be giving in and buying something other than black, but it didn’t mean she was willing to give up without a fight.




    “I’m already two steps ahead of you, babe. Here.”




    Another batch of dresses was flung over the door, all of them black. Kate was beginning to regret ever agreeing to this little shopping trip, but Sophie always had a way of getting what she wanted. Plus, she was right. Kate did want to remember this night.




    It was the first time her art would be displayed in a legitimate, well-known gallery, and she was beyond excited. She definitely wanted to look nice and make a good impression. And after looking through her closet, she realized that in order to do that she’d need to find a new outfit. Originally, she was planning on coming alone and getting a simple black dress. But then again, she did have Sophie as a best friend whose profession was buying clothing. She had an eye for what would look good and a passion for making people look their best.




    “Do you have one on yet?” Sophie asked, showing the patience of a five-year-old.




    “Almost.” Kate reached around and pulled up the zipper.




    “Not bad,” her fashionista friend said, eyeing her over as she opened the door. “We can do better though. Try on the navy one next.”




    Kate turned around and looked at the pile of dresses. “Umm, which navy one?”




    “It’s right there, near the bottom.” She pointed her delicate finger at the corner piece of fabric sticking out from under the rainbow pile of silk and satin.




    After a little maneuvering, Kate stepped into the navy dress and was fumbling with the zipper when Sophie cleared her throat from the other side of the dressing room door. “So, have you heard anything from Scott lately?”




    Kate immediately froze when she heard his name. There was hesitance in Sophie’s voice and Kate knew that she hated bringing him up just as much as she did. But as her best friend, she was concerned.




    “No, not since the last time.” Kate quickly got dressed, and stepped out without looking in the mirror in an attempt to distract Sophie’s current thought process.




    A huge smile spread across her face and she clapped her hands. “Oh, Kate, it’s perfect! I knew that would be the one. See, I told you we would find something. Now all we have to do is find some shoes.” She quickly spun around and headed off for the shoe department, audibly debating whether to go with a sling back heel or a peep toe.




    Kate smiled as she realized how good she had become at distracting her friend. Of course, shopping was a huge help. She knew she wouldn’t stand a chance at the game of distraction if they were just sitting at home. Either way, she had succeeded for now.




    Still smiling, she turned to face the mirror. Her brown hair was in disarray and hung loosely over her chocolate eyes. With a flip of her head, she swept it aside, fiddling with possible hairstyles. With her hair out of the way, she finally got a good look at herself and realized Sophie was right, the dress was perfect. Not too flashy or loud. The length was respectable and the back showed off just enough skin. She felt sexy but still conservative.




    Scott would love me in this. As soon as the thought came to mind, she quickly pushed it aside and reminded herself that this was not going to be enjoyed by him, or by any other male for that matter. Tonight she was flying solo.




    Before she had time to wallow in the fact that she had no one, Sophie came barreling around the corner holding a stack of shoeboxes.




    “I couldn’t decide what color or what type, so I grabbed a few of each. Let’s start with the metallic ones; they’d be fun.”




    “Fun? Right. They would be fun,” Kate said sarcastically.




    “Come on, we’re supposed to be having fun, and shoes are fun. What about these?” She held up a metallic pewter peep toe. “These will be like a party on your feet!”




    Kate laughed at her use of words. Sophie always knew how to make everything interesting, and she was right—the shoes were fabulous.




    “You’re right, those will definitely be a party on my feet. I’ll have to tell them to behave themselves if they get out of hand tonight.” With a laugh, Kate grabbed the shoes and slipped them on.




    “So, what do you think?” her friend asked, biting her nail.




    “You already know I love them. Would I ever question something you picked out?”




    “Yes, in fact, you have questioned me on, I believe…six different occasions.” Besides having great fashion sense, Sophie had an amazing memory; nothing ever slipped past her.




    “Hey, six times isn’t bad. You’re lucky, that’s all,” Kate teased back.




    “True. I guess after twelve years of friendship, six is a small number.” Sophie smiled to herself, obviously pleased with this fact. “Okay, let’s finish up and head over to the food court. We’re meeting Elle for some lunch in ten minutes.”




    Kate went back into the dressing room to change, taking one last look in the mirror. Tonight is going to be great, I can just feel it, she thought. Quickly changing back into her jeans and tee, she grabbed her purse and walked over to the sales counter where Sophie was explaining the fine art of accessory shopping to the sales lady. Kate watched her friend talk adamantly with her hands, her white-blond bob swinging past her shoulders with every motion.




    “The right shoes can make or break an outfit, and don’t even get me started on the importance of the right jewelry. Some people are just lost in the world of fashion, and it is our responsibility to show them the right way.” The sales lady was listening earnestly, leaning forward on her elbows.




    “Here, I’m all set.” Kate put her dress and shoes up on the counter, breaking up the conversation. She felt bad interrupting, but knew that if she didn’t, Sophie could and would continue on for hours. Plus, Elle was waiting, and she hated waiting.




    A few minutes later, they were walking through the mall toward the food court.




    Kate watched the people as they walked by, wondering where they were heading and who they were meeting. Her mind started to wander back to Scott when Sophie cleared her throat and broke her train of thought. She should know by now that whenever a conversation started this way, it was going to be an interesting one.




    “So, I noticed how you kind of danced around the whole Scott question earlier.”




    “Oh, yeah?” Kate tried to sound surprised, but Sophie was always too perceptive.




    “You know I can tell when something is on your mind, and I know when you’re keeping something from me. So, just drop the act and spill it.” She looked up at Kate, her blue eyes wide and wearing a sad face that she knew her friend couldn’t resist.




    “Fine.” She knew she wouldn’t win, so why try? “He sent me a text the other night.”




    “What!” Sophie stopped walking and put her hands on her hips. “He texted you and you didn’t tell me! What did it say?”




    “Geez, Soph, keep it down.” This was why Kate hadn’t told her. She knew that she’d throw a fit. “It wasn’t that big a deal,” Kate responded. But she was lying; it definitely was a big deal.




    “Then what did it say?” Sophie was still standing with her hands on her hips, feet planted firmly on the ground. Kate reached in her bag and pulled out her cell phone.




    “Here, you can read it. But at least start walking so we don’t…cause a scene.”




    Walking over, Sophie took the phone and started punching the keys. Kate held her breath in preparation for what she knew would be coming.




    “He misses you? He misses you! Are you kidding me?” She stopped once again and was now screaming at the phone. “He can’t say that! What type of twisted text is that?”




    Kate felt her face go red as she dropped her voice. “Could you please not yell?”




    Sophie froze and looked around, finally noticing the passing people who were staring. “Sorry,” she whispered. “But you know I can’t help it. And where does he get off saying that? You guys broke up. He can’t say he doesn’t want to be with you and then say he misses you. That’s…that’s just…” she stammered, trying to find the right word and finally settled with, “wrong.”




    “I know it’s weird, but I mean…we were best friends. You can’t just lose your best friend and not expect to miss them.” Kate was justifying his actions, like she always did, and she knew it would bother Sophie. So it caught her off guard when she didn’t receive an immediate response.




    Instead Sophie just stood there, silently thinking. Eventually she spoke up. “Katherine Elizabeth Thomas, I know he was your best friend. ‘Was’ being the key word here. But the moment he broke your heart, he gave up the right to call you that anymore. If he thinks he can just keep dragging you along like this by contacting you whenever he has a moment of weakness, he is seriously mistaken. I will not let him hurt you any more than he already has.”




    Kate looked in the eyes of her concerned friend and couldn’t argue. She knew she was right. Just as much as Kate still wanted to talk to and be friends with Scott, she knew she couldn’t. Every time he made contact with her, it always turned out the same way. He said he missed her, she said she missed him. And after a few days of being “just friends,” he would say that they were getting too close.




    This had happened a few times over the last six months, and each time Kate was left broken and crying. One time in particular was exceptionally hard, but she blocked that out, didn’t let herself even think about it. Sophie and Elle were there, like always, to pick up the pieces and help her get her strength back. Kate knew she owed them her sanity and quite possibly even more.




    “Soph, I know how you feel and you know how I feel. This time I am not budging. It’s been three days since I got his text and I still haven’t responded, and I’m not going to. In fact, here.” She held out her hand, took her phone back and erased his message. “There. Now I won’t even be able to look at it any more.”




    “That’s my girl,” Sophie said with a smile. She skipped over and linked her arm with Kate’s. “Now, let’s go have some lunch.”




    When they made it to the food court, it wasn’t hard to spot where Elle was sitting. On most days, people were either lined up around her or sitting close by, blatantly staring. Today they were mostly staring, but there were a few brave boys that had approached her. Her exotic beauty was something everyone noticed. Standing at five foot ten with dark brown hair that almost looked black and flawless tan skin, Elle was a force to be reckoned with, and that wasn’t just because of her looks. The two best friends casually walked over and took their seats on either side of the ever-stunning Elle. Upon noticing them arrive, the boys quickly said goodbye and left the three girls alone.




    “Giving out your number to minors again, Elle?” Sophie teased.




    “Oh, come on, they were at least eighteen. Besides, they were just being nice and wanted an autograph.” Elle returned her attention to the boys and gave them a playful wink.




    “You’re such a tease. I swear, I will never get used to the effect you seem to have on guys.”




    Kate had known Elle for just as long as Sophie had. Elle and her older brother, Logan, moved to Virginia during high school, after their parents’ divorce. Although Kate and Sophie were already tightly knit, it didn’t take much for Elle to meld into their pairing. All three were different from each other, yet similar enough to bring exactly what the other needed into the friendship. They were a perfectly balanced, fiercely loyal trio, and nothing ever could or would come between them.




    Their friendship lasted through high school heartbreaks and the even bigger ones that followed in college. They remained close, even when they went their separate ways for a few years. Elle went off to L.A. to pursue modeling full-time, Sophie went to Paris to study fashion, and Kate went to London and studied art. They never went more than two days without talking on the phone, and they made sure their trips home were scheduled to be at the same time. It had only been in the last two years, after the gang moved to the Philadelphia area, that they finally lived close together again.




    “So, what’s on the agenda for tonight?” Elle questioned while sipping her sweet tea.




    “Well, I’m getting to the gallery early, probably around seven. You guys can come whenever you want.” Kate tried sounding casual about the whole thing, but her insides were a mess. She knew that she’d be a ball of nerves until they showed up and stood by her side.




    They, being the best friends they were, noticed her nervousness and responded just as she assumed they would. “We’ll be there around seven thirty,” they said in unison.




    With a sigh of relief, Kate felt herself relax slightly. “Thanks,” she said, hearing her voice waver. “I’m just so nervous, I think it will help having you guys there.”




    “It’s going to be great, you’ll see.” Elle reached over and squeezed Kate’s hand. “Besides, who knows? Maybe some rich old millionaire will buy all your work and sweep you off your feet.”




    “Why does he have to be old?” Sophie piped in.




    “Okay, so not old, but definitely rich and good looking.” Elle raised her perfect brow in challenge.




    “That’s better,” Sophie nodded. “Maybe a hot, young doctor, or lawyer, or investment banker or something.” Kate could see the wheels turning as Sophie dreamed about her friend’s unlikely fairytale future.




    “All right, you two, let’s just focus on getting me through the exhibit, and then we’ll take it from there.” Kate was already nervous enough, and the thought of either of her friends trying to set her up with someone tonight made it even worse.




    “Fine, but after tonight, we get to take you out for some hunting,” Elle purred while a wicked smile stretched across her face.




    “Ohh, someplace fun, like Rain. They always have good guys there.” Sophie’s eyes were wide, and Kate could feel her excitement.




    “Soph, you already have a good guy. No, let me rephrase that. Logan is a great guy. You already have a great guy.” That sounded better.




    “I’m not talking about me, silly. I’m talking about you.” She was still dancing in her seat, smiling at Kate.




    “Let’s just take it one night at a time, all right?” As soon as the words left Kate’s mouth, Sophie’s face fell in disappointment. “Okay, okay,” she said quickly. “We’ll take it one night at a time, starting with tonight, and then tomorrow night, we’ll go to Rain.” She tried to sound excited but was sure there was no disguising her voice.




    “It will be fun, you’ll see. Right, Elle?” Their blond friend looked over at her partner in crime for some encouragement.




    “It will be a blast, like always. It has been a little while since I’ve gone hunting, though. I may need to sharpen my weapons.” She gave a little shoulder shimmy and leaned forward, showing some cleavage.




    “You are such a man-eater.” Kate laughed.




    Elle winked. “And you love me for it.”




    The three girls spent the rest of their meal talking about plans for the next few weeks. They were interrupted when Sophie’s phone started buzzing. She answered with a huge grin on her delicate face.




    Kate and Elle both knew that look. There was only one person who could cause a smile like that, and that was Logan. Standing at just over six feet, Logan was just as attractive as his sister. They shared the same dark hair and eyes, and his smile could melt any girl’s heart. He and Sophie had been dating since high school. Except for the time they’d spent apart while she was in Paris, they were inseparable. Everyone knew they were perfect for each other and it was only a matter of time until they got married.




    Sophie snapped her phone shut. “Sorry, guys,” she apologized. “I should probably get going. I’ll be over at five-thirty to help get you ready?” She looked at Kate expectantly.




    “When have I ever gotten ready for a big event without your help?”




    “I know, I was just checking. I’ll see you later then.” She leaned down and gave her two friends a quick kiss, before grabbing her bags and heading off.




    “What would we do without that nut keeping us in order?” Elle laughed.




    “I don’t have the slightest.” Kate shook her head and stood to throw her trash away, Elle following behind her.




    Together they walked to the parking garage.




    “I’ll see you at home. I’m going to stop off at the store and grab some stuff. Do you need anything?” Elle asked, rummaging through her purse for her keys.




    “Some nerves of steel, if they’re selling it.” Kate looked back at her with worried eyes.




    “You’ll do great; you won’t need any. You’ll see.” She leaned forward and gave her a quick hug.




    “Thanks,” Kate said, hanging her head. “I’ll see you at home.”




    They said their goodbyes, and as Kate walked to her car, her mind easily wandered back to Scott. She hated that she still thought about him so much, especially at exciting times like this. She knew that it would take some time to get over him, but it was taking longer than she expected. But he had been her best friend, and she missed him. She missed laughing with him. She missed their long conversations, and comfortable silences. She just missed…him.




    It was with that thought that a light flicked on and everything suddenly became clear. For the first time in a long time, Kate realized that she only missed him as her friend and nothing more. She would always love him, but not in the romantic way that she had. While she missed their conversations and time spent together, she didn’t ache for him. She didn’t miss his kisses or his touch. She didn’t even miss the comfort she used to feel when wrapped in his arms.




    She found herself smiling as she came to this realization. This epiphany had brought with it a new feeling of determination.




    I’m moving on with my life and I’m going to take some chances.




    She wasn’t exactly sure how she was going to do that, but something told her that tonight was going to be her start.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    First Glances




    WALKING INTO THE GALLERY was probably the longest and most nerve-wracking walk of Kate’s life. Butterflies were wreaking havoc on her insides, and if it wasn’t for the deep breathing she’d done in the car on the way over, she was certain she’d be sick.




    With shaky hands, she pulled open the large glass door of the gallery and stepped inside, searching quickly for the bathroom. She had to make sure all of Sophie’s hard work hadn’t just been blown away in the wind. Thankfully, it wasn’t that bad. Just a little finger-run-through and it was perfect. She stepped back to take one final look.




    Kate smiled because she liked what she saw. For the first time in a while, she felt…sexy. The dress was great and surprisingly comfortable. Sophie had made sure to keep the hair simple and left it down in waves. Though at the time Kate had been hesitant on the smoky eye make-up, looking at herself now, she was glad that she let her friend work her magic.




    Well, it’s now or never. She took a deep breath and exhaled. Feeling herself relax a little, she headed into the gallery.




    It was pretty crowded, more than she had expected it to be. Glancing at her watch, she realized there was still about twenty minutes until Elle, Sophie, and Logan showed up. Seizing the opportunity, she decided to walk around and look at the other work on display.




    About halfway through, she came upon one of her own pictures. Her heart thumped loudly in her chest, and she felt a wave of accomplishment rush over her. Standing back a few feet, she took a minute to admire her work as it hung before her. She still couldn’t believe it was hers.




    Staring at the bold palette of colors, her mind drifted back to the day she’d taken it. It was not the happiest day of her life, but it ended up leading to great things. She and Scott had just ended their relationship, and this time she knew it was different. It was final.




    After their fight, she’d needed to get away and have some time alone, time to think. She’d climbed in her car and drove out of the city, leaving the hustle and bustle behind her. Without paying attention to any of the passing exits, she eventually pulled off and parked the car when she came upon what looked like a state park. Grabbing her camera, she’d started walking, not sure of where she was going but sure that she’d know once she got there.




    Ultimately, she ended up sitting under an amazing tree. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen before. The black bark twisted and wrapped around the trunk in waves, making it appear as if it was actually moving. The branches reached towards the sky, like fingers stretching for the stars. She sat under its protective canopy for an immeasurable amount of time and wondered how old it must have been. How many people had sat in its shade just like she was at that very moment? She had lost track of time, hadn’t even noticed until the sun began to set. Light streamed through the branches of the tree and cast an orange-red glow over everything. It was as if someone put a tinted lens in front of her eyes—rose colored glasses that made everything look even more beautiful. Everything around her was aglow. It was at that magical moment that she knew things would be okay. Somehow they would all work out. She had pulled out her camera and hoped that the picture would capture the moment forever. Hoped that the lens would do the beautiful tree justice.




    Later, when she got back in her car to head home, she took a moment to look around at her surroundings. Not sure of exactly where she was, she had driven to the closest town. As soon as she saw the sign, she knew it was where she was meant to be. New Hope. She was never a person who looked for signs, but there was no denying this one. Just the name alone gave her a sense of beginning, of starting over. She knew it was exactly what she needed, and after driving through the charming, artsy town, she knew she’d found it: her new hope, her new home.




    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”




    A deep voice from behind Kate broke her train of thought. She jumped and quickly whipped around to see who it was. Her body turned faster than her legs and she began to lose her balance. Unable to stop herself, she stumbled forward and face planted into the stranger’s chest. His feet shuffled for a second, but he quickly regained his balance as he helped her gain hers.




    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”




    Before Kate even looked up, she was apologizing. “No, I’m sorry. I was just lost in a memory and I—” Her words caught in her throat the instant she finally looked up and met a beautiful pair of smoky blue eyes. It took her a second to realize that she’d stopped talking, and her jumbled mind quickly grasped for words.




    “I mean, I’m…I’m really sorry; I wasn’t paying attention.” She looked down, trying to hide the obvious embarrassment that she felt.




    “No, I’m the one who should apologize. I shouldn’t be sneaking up on beautiful ladies like that.” A smirk spread across his face, and Kate could feel the heat rise to her cheeks.




    She kept her head down as she tried to think of something to say. He seemed to sense her embarrassment and came to the conclusion that she felt uneasy.




    “Sorry, I’ll just let you enjoy the art.”




    He started to turn away, and as he did, Kate’s body reacted instinctively. She reached out and grabbed his hand, feeling a tingling prick at her fingers when her skin touched his. With wide eyes, she stared at her own hand realizing what she’d done.




    “Um, sorry, I didn’t mean to just grab you like that. I don’t normally do that…I just…um, what I mean is, you can stay here if you want. You don’t have to leave.” Kate stumbled with her words, trying not to sound like an idiot.




    He liked what he heard and smiled at her again. Unable to look away, Kate studied him, took in every detail. The lines of his jaw were strong and angular, a harsh contrast to the friendly lines around his eyes. His brown hair was left natural and unstyled, no gel holding it in place. It was so different from Scott’s perfect hair. And his eyes were the most interesting shade of steel blue that she’d ever seen. Kate realized she was staring, yet she couldn’t look away.




    Eventually he broke their gaze and turned to Kate’s picture.




    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he repeated and took a step closer to get a better look.




    “I’ve always loved trees.” Kate shrugged. “There’s just something about them. They seem so strong and powerful.” She heard the words that were coming out of her mouth and suddenly felt a little stupid. Who talks about trees like that?




    She chanced a quick glance in his direction; instead of looking at her like she was crazy, he smiled.




    “Where was this taken?” he wondered aloud.




    “I don’t really remember, to be honest. I just came upon it one day while I was walking. I keep saying I’m going to try and find it again, but I still haven’t tried.”




    His eyes grew wide upon hearing her words. “You took this?”




    Kate wasn’t sure if he sounded shocked in a good way or a bad way. “Yes, why do you look so stunned?”




    “I’m not, I’m just…surprised.” He shrugged.




    Surprised? What, a girl like me can’t possibly take a good picture? Who does this guy think he is? She could feel herself getting angry.




    “What do you mean ‘surprised’? You don’t even know me, how does that surprise you?” Her voice grew louder. She was aware that she was acting ridiculous and jumping to conclusions, but she couldn’t help herself.




    Before she could say another word, he held his hands up, palms facing out, as if surrendering. His eyes looked playful and his sexy smile got even bigger.




    Great, now he’s smiling at me. Here I am trying to sound tough and he just smiles. Not that I mind, but still. She placed her hands on her hips, feeling a little like Sophie, and waited for his response. Very slowly, he started speaking as if he was carefully choosing his words so he wouldn’t upset her further.




    “I’m sorry if I upset you. By no means was I surprised in a bad way. On the contrary, I am actually very impressed. It’s not every day that I get to meet the talent behind the work. Not only are you beautiful, but you take a beautiful picture as well.”




    Kate stood completely frozen with her jaw hanging open in shock. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting him to say, but it definitely was not that. She tried to speak but nothing came out. All she could do was stand there and look into the eyes of the stranger.




    She was fairly certain there were other people in the room, but she couldn’t be sure. In that one moment, time ceased to exist. The air between them grew thick, and she felt the heat rushing through her body, from the tips of her toes all the way to her hairline. Never in her life had she experienced something like this, and from the look on his face, neither had he. When her head started to spin, she realized she wasn’t breathing. Trying not to gasp, she sucked in some air and attempted to concentrate, but her mind was blank. Just as she opened her mouth to say something, his phone rang. With apologetic eyes, he stepped away to take the call and blended into the crowd.




    When his back was turned, Kate dropped her head in her hands and tried to make sense of what had just taken place. Less than a minute later, she heard someone yell her name.




    “Kate!” Sophie spotted her and started weaving her way through the crowd. As soon as she was close enough, she wrapped her arms around Kate’s neck. “Oh, I’m so excited for you. Everything looks great; the place seems crowded. Aren’t you excited?” She leaned back and looked at her friend and immediately sensed something was off. “What’s wrong?”




    Realizing that she must look a little dazed, Kate attempted to relax a bit and act normal. “Nothing’s wrong, I’m just a little nervous.” Her eyes dashed around the room, looking for the man she was just speaking with.




    “Looking for someone?” Sophie asked.




    “Um, yeah,” Kate mumbled, completely distracted. She continued searching for him and felt her heart sink when he was nowhere in sight. It was a minute before she realized Sophie was staring at her. She obviously wanted an explanation for Kate’s odd behavior, but Kate couldn’t give one. How could she explain something that she didn’t even understand?




    “Where are Logan and Elle?” she quickly asked, looking to change the subject.




    “Logan’s parking the car, and Elle went to find the bathroom.” Sophie continued to study her face but didn’t say a word, for which Kate was thankful.




    “Let’s go find her and get some drinks. I’m thirsty.” Kate grabbed Sophie’s hand and headed off to the bar. She wasn’t sure if this distraction would work, but she could try.




    ***




    The rest of the night flew by, and Kate continued to look for the mystery man. Unfortunately, she never saw him again, and it put her in a sulky mood. She tried to act happy but wasn’t sure if her friends were buying it.




    Elle had her arm linked with Kate’s as they headed to their cars. “What’s with you tonight?” Elle asked.




    “What do you mean?” Kate tried to sound surprised by her question.




    “We just had an amazing night, and I feel like you’re not even here.”




    Kate dropped her eyes to the pavement. “I just have a lot on my mind, that’s all.”




    “Does it have anything to do with the text Scott sent you?” Elle asked. The mention of Scott’s name always made Kate pause, usually because it stung a little. But this time, she paused because he was actually not the person Kate was thinking about.




    “Sophie told you, huh? Not that it really matters anyway. I’m not calling him. I actually had an epiphany earlier today, and I’ve decided that I’m over him.” Kate rolled her shoulders back with pride.




    “Good for you. So does that mean you’re going hunting with me tomorrow night?” Elle asked, unable to hide the smile that was now on her face.




    “Would I ever let you hunt alone, Elle?” She too couldn’t help but laugh at their ridiculous term for picking up men. They made it up in high school and never stopped using it. After all, it fit. For one, there are a lot of beasts out there. Second, you can get hurt while trying to catch one. And third, when you finally got the kill or the “right one” it was always worth it.




    “Good. Because I have a feeling it’s going to be a great season.” Elle smirked as she got into her car. Pulling away, she gave a wave and was out of sight in no time.




    For the second time that day, Kate found herself walking to her car all alone and thinking about a guy. But this time, it wasn’t Scott. She kept replaying the moment she shared with the mystery man over and over in her mind. The way he smiled, and the way he looked at her. There was something different; she knew it, and she felt it. She didn’t know what it was or who he was, but someday, somehow, she hoped to find out.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Hunting




    “KATE. KATE, WAKE UP.” Kate could hear Elle’s voice getting louder in her ear as she began to come to. Before falling asleep last night, her last thoughts were of the man with stormy gray-blue eyes, and thankfully those thoughts led to a wonderful dream.




    Not wanting it to end, she pulled the covers up over her head and attempted to ignore her roommate. “Go away! I’m not done dreaming,” Kate managed to moan.




    “Oh, dreaming again, are we? Who is it about his time?” Elle teased. “Come on, I want details. Was it that guy from the dry cleaners again or was it the waiter from 90 Main?” She started bouncing on Kate’s bed and pulling the pillow out from under her.




    “All right, all right, I’m up. Geez, you’re starting to act like Sophie.” Kate sat up, running her fingers through her messy hair.




    “What can I say? She has a way of rubbing off on me. Plus, wouldn’t you rather I get you up now instead of waiting for her to get here? You know she hates being late.”




    “What are you talking about?” Kate asked, confused.




    “We’re going out for breakfast, don’t you remember?” Elle walked over to her roommate’s desk and started flipping through the photographs that were spread out. “I swear, last night you were not with it. It was like you were on some other planet.”




    “Sorry about that. I don’t know what was with me.”




    Secretly, Kate knew why she had acted a little off, but she didn’t want to admit it. She was still a little shocked over the whole thing and couldn’t understand how a stranger had been able to affect her so much.




    “It was probably just nerves,” Elle added. “Although you had no reason to be nervous. We all knew you would be a hit, and you were!”




    “I’m still in shock over it. I mean, I thought if I was lucky, I’d sell something. I just wasn’t planning on being that lucky.” Kate smiled as she remembered the four pieces she’d sold.




    “Does that mean breakfast is on you?” Elle turned around, raising her eyebrows.




    “Of course it is. Isn’t it customary by now? I got the money this time, so I’m paying.”




    It was an unspoken rule in their friendship that, whenever one of them got a big paycheck, that person would be the one footing the bill for the celebration breakfast. In the past, it had usually been Elle. Not only was she the first one with a full-time job, but as a model, she landed a lot of work. Eventually, Sophie got her dream job as a clothing buyer for a huge department store and made a better living for herself than she expected. Although, they could have paid her in shoes and handbags and she wouldn’t have complained. This time, Kate had the success, and she was more than happy to take her turn.




    “Okay, so hurry and get ready. Sophie will be here in an hour. And don’t forget to wear comfortable shoes.” Elle walked out of the room smiling.




    “Wait, what did you say?” Kate asked when her friend’s words finally registered. She thought she knew what she had said, but needed to make sure. “Did you say ‘wear comfortable shoes’?” she confirmed.




    Elle never told Kate to wear comfortable shoes. Mainly because she thought women should only wear heels. And since Kate was fairly certain they weren’t going to the gym this morning, this left only one option.




    “Elle, are you planning on doing some shopping today?”




    “Actually, we are doing some shopping.” Elle turned on her heel and headed off to her bedroom.




    “But I had plans today!” Kate yelled while running after her.




    “Come on, it will be fun. We want to get something new for tonight. You want to look great, right?”




    Kate thought over her day’s schedule and realized that most of the items on her list could be put off until tomorrow.




    Elle could sense her friend’s wavering decision and quickly took advantage of her weakness. “We can call it quits whenever you’re done. You just tell us you’ve had enough, and we won’t complain.”




    “Fine, but you better promise me. When I say I’m done, we leave. No ifs, ands, or buts, got it?” She tried to sound firm, but couldn’t stop the laugh that was bubbling under the surface.




    “Whatever you say, Ms. Thomas,” Elle said with a giggle. Unable to retain her composure, Kate gave in, laughing right along with her.




    After a few minutes of laughter, Kate straightened up and tried sounding more serious.




    “Okay, so I sounded like my mom. But I meant what I said. And you have to tell Sophie your promise. You know I can’t say no to her.”




    “All right, I’ll call her now. That way she’s prepared when she gets here.” Elle walked into her room, looking for her cell phone, and Kate headed back to the bathroom to get ready for their shopping excursion.




    ***




    Two pairs of shoes, six new outfits, and five hours later, Kate plopped down on her bed, exhausted.




    “Now I know why you wear those awful shoes shopping,” Elle said as she crawled into Kate’s room.




    “See, you don’t think they’re so bad now, do you?”




    “I still don’t think you should wear them when you’re not working out, but I do understand why you do. I shouldn’t have worn my new Ferragamos. They weren’t broken in enough.” Elle rolled onto her back and held up her feet, examining the damage.




    “They are now.”




    “Yeah, and I have the blisters to show for it.” She pointed her foot in Kate’s direction.




    “What are you going to wear tonight? Do you want to borrow my sneakers?” Kate teased.




    “Tonight won’t be a problem. Ever heard of Band-Aids? Plus, if I wanted to wear sneakers, I would wear mine. I do own a pair, you know. After all, you can’t work out in heels. The people at the gym won’t let you; believe me, I’ve tried.”




    “Why am I not surprised that you actually tried that?”




    “Tried what?” Sophie walked into the room and flopped down on the bed beside Kate.




    “Wearing heels to work out,” Kate replied.




    “Oh, they won’t let you do that at the gym. Although the exotic dancing class they offer lets you.” She had a little smirk on her face that they knew all too well.




    “Sophie Jackson!” Kate feigned shock.




    “What? It was a great class. And a better work out than I thought. Of course, the real workout came later with Logan.” Sophie had an innocent look on her face, but they could see the twinkle of delight in her eyes.




    “Too much information. That’s my brother, you know.” Elle scrunched her face up as if she tasted something bitter.




    “Sorry, I can’t help it. You’re my friend and sometimes you’re gonna hear things you don’t want to.” Kate could tell Sophie was enjoying the torture and sat back to watch.




    “I know, I know. But can you please try to be a little discreet?” Elle begged.




    “Fine, I’ll try.” She smiled, easily dropping the subject. “What time do you want to head into the city? I was thinking we should grab something to eat here first, or we could just eat there. How about eight o’clock?”




    Kate glanced at her watch. Mentally calculating her time, she decided that eight o’clock would give her enough time to take a nap and relax a little. “Eight sounds great. I need some rest after today,” she said, crawling over to her pillow and letting out an exhausted sigh.




    “Just make sure you’re up by five. I’ll come over and we can get ready together.”




    Sophie slid off the bed and strolled out of the room.




    Kate rolled over to the edge of her bed and looked down at Elle. “Are you going to sleep on my floor?”




    “Maybe. It depends on whether I can make it to my room or not.” With shaky arms, Elle slowly got to her hands and knees and then crawled out of the room.




    ***




    “Hurry up, Kate! I don’t want to miss our reservations!” Sophie banged on the door impatiently.




    “I know. I’m coming!” Kate swiped on her lip gloss and took one final look at herself in the mirror.




    Tonight is definitely a hunting night, she thought to herself. Feeling a slight boost in confidence, she grabbed her clutch and headed out.




    “Now, that is an outfit,” Elle said while eyeing Kate as she walked into the room.




    “Thanks. You look great too.” Then again, Elle always looked great. Her tall tan frame and perfect body put other girls to shame. She had legs that went on for miles and the sort of exotic features that people paid money for.




    “The boys at Rain are not going to know what hit them,” Sophie chimed in with a smile.




    Kate looked over at Sophie. She stood only a few inches shorter than Elle but was just as graceful and beautiful. Her blunt cut bangs framed her large doe eyes and her pin straight white-blond bob accentuated the sleek lines of her face. With a wardrobe any fashion aficionado would love, Sophie always looked as if she walked off the cover of Vogue.




    Stepping forward, Elle wrapped her long arms around her two best friends. “Are you guys ready to go hunting?” she asked in a sultry voice.




    “Ready.” They nodded.




    “Let’s go find you girls some prey,” Sophie said in her sing-song voice. She bounded out the door and both Kate and Elle followed behind, fast on her heels.




    ***




    They made it to Rain around ten o’clock. The night was still young and the club was just starting to get crowded. Once they made their way around the dance floor, they found an empty table and ordered a round of drinks.




    “Well, so far, I’m not seeing anything. I want some big game, not a small easy catch.” Elle slumped down in her seat, looking depressed.




    Kate and Sophie laughed at the hunting terminology she used, but realized that she was pretty much right. When it came to Elle, very few men were actually her “type.”




    “Oh, come on, we just got here. You never know what will happen,” Sophie said confidently. “Let’s dance.”




    Elle rolled her eyes but complied. “I’ll give it until midnight.”




    An hour later, the dance floor was packed. Kate was surrounded by sweaty bodies and the heat was suffocating. Looking for an out, she motioned to her two friends that she was taking a break and made her way off the dance floor. As she walked through the crowd of bodies pressed together, swaying to the fast rhythm of the music, she felt the weight of someone’s stare. Hesitantly, she looked to the side and caught the face of a man following her with his eyes. A chill ran up her spine, and she felt the hairs on her arms stand up. She quickly turned her attention to the direction of the bar and told herself to stop being paranoid. After all, she was at a club; people were everywhere.




    Finally at the bar, she waited patiently for the bartender to work his way toward her. She took a moment to observe the people surrounding her. One of the things she always loved about Philly was the mix of cultures that flooded the city. It was a melting pot and everyone came from different walks of life. She couldn’t imagine living in a place that didn’t have a mesh of cultures. She loved it. Still lost in thought and playing with a cardboard coaster, she felt someone stand close behind her.




    “Hello there, pretty lady,” came a slurred, scratchy voice.




    Realizing that someone was talking to her, she spun around in her chair and came face to face with the man who she’d seen just a moment before, watching her. Her stomach dropped and she swallowed thickly, trying to ignore the unease she felt. Surely I’m just overreacting, she thought though she didn’t believe it.




    “Why did you leave? I was having fun watchin’ you.” He slumped down in the seat next to her and put his hand on her shoulder.




    Kate shrugged and tried to turn her shoulders away, but he was already turning her chair towards him.




    “Come on, stay and talk a little. I bet we would hit it off. And if we do, we can always go back to my place.” He leaned in and Kate could smell the stale cigarettes on his clothes and the bitter stench of his breath. His yellow eyes were sunk deep into his worn face as he stared down at her.




    Something about the way he talked and looked at Kate made her skin crawl. Her instincts told her to get away from him. Knowing the best way to deal with creeps like this was to be blunt and straightforward, she took a deep breath and mustered up the courage to say what she was thinking.




    “I know some girls might enjoy it when men like you hit on them. But trust me when I say that you have zero chance of scoring here, believe me. Move on.” She swung around in her chair, feeling braver than ever and started to walk away. Before she got more than two feet, a rough, calloused hand grabbed her wrist and yanked back, twisting her arm behind her.




    “Now, what’s a nice girl like you doing talking like that? Maybe I should teach you a little lesson. Teach you how you should be talking to men.” His breath blew in her face, and her stomach churned.




    “Is everything okay, honey?” Kate heard the voice from behind her and immediately knew it sounded familiar. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized who it was.




    The man who was holding Kate in his grasp dropped her wrist and stepped back. Finally free, she turned around and saw a pair of familiar gray-blue eyes. The mystery man from the gallery stepped closer and extended his hand. Without a moment’s hesitation, Kate reached for him and let him pull her to his side.




    “I take it you’ll be leaving for the evening?” The gray-eyed man glared at the drunk. “Or would you prefer me to escort you out?” His voice was firm, and there was an underlying current of anger that made Kate shiver in all the best ways.




    “No, I was just on my way out.” The drunken man looked down at Kate and winked before he turned to leave.




    She must have been holding her breath through the whole ordeal, because as soon as he left, Kate let out a huge sigh. Feeling her body relax, she turned and looked up into the same gray eyes she had dreamed about last night. She felt her legs go weak.




    “Why don’t we sit for a second,” the man whispered into her ear as he led her over to a chair.




    Kate felt completely stupid for reacting the way she was and tried to gather her senses.




    Get a grip, she told herself. “I’m fine, really. That guy was a creep, though. Thanks for stepping in.” Kate looked down at her wrist, noticing its red surface. He must have grabbed it harder than she thought.




    “Here, let me take a look at that.” The gray-eyed man reached forward gently and took her wrist in his hand.




    As soon as his hand touched hers, she felt her heart jump to life and start racing. Hoping that he didn’t notice her reaction, she dropped her eyes to the floor.




    “What, do you have some first aid training or something?” she asked, while trying to hide her face.




    “Something like that,” he said with a smirk as he turned her wrist over in his hand.




    Kate looked up and watched his face as he studied her wrist, his sexy smirk still in place. He was even more beautiful than she’d remembered. Her dream had not done him justice.




    “It looks like you’ll just have some bruising,” he said after a few minutes and gently placed her hand back in her lap. “You may want to put some ice on it when you get home, though.” Their eyes locked, and Kate could feel the palms of her hands getting sweaty. “Well,” he continued, “this is the second time we’ve met, and I still don’t know your name.”




    “That’s because I didn’t give it,” Kate teased.




    “Ah, so that’s how you’re going to play,” he said with a laugh.




    “Play? Why, I don’t believe I know what you’re talking about.” Kate batted her lashes exaggeratedly and didn’t hold back her smile.




    “I’ll go first. My name is Ethan. It’s nice to meet you.” He extended his hand and waited for her move. He had a moment of doubt where he wondered if she’d turn him down, and let out a silent sigh of relief when she placed her hand in his.




    “Kate. And it’s nice to meet you too.” They shook hands and both took their time releasing their grasp, not wanting to lose the connection they felt. They sat in silence, staring at each other for what Kate felt was hours but was pretty positive was only a few seconds. She felt the same tangible energy from yesterday swirl around them and her head started swimming. The room around them began to spin, and Kate knew she had to breathe or it was likely she’d pass out. Slowly pulling her eyes away from his, she looked down at the table, willing herself to take a breath.




    “Do you come here often?” Ethan asked.




    “Sometimes, but only when we want to go hunting,” Kate blurted out. Her eyes grew big upon realizing what she’d just said. “Umm, I mean, yeah, sometimes when my friend’s boyfriend goes hunting.” She stumbled with her words and failed miserably.




    Ethan held back his laugh. “Hunting?” he repeated curiously.




    Kate quickly tried to change the subject. “So, did you have a good time at the gallery last night?”




    “Yes, but I would have liked to have stayed longer. Sometimes my work pulls me away and—”




    The distinctive ring of Ethan’s phone cut him off mid-thought. With a resigned sigh, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. He immediately recognized the number from the hospital and knew that he didn’t have a choice but to answer. “Speaking of work,” he said, holding up his cell. “I’m going to have to take this.” He looked apologetically at Kate as if waiting for permission.




    “Oh. No, go right ahead. I should probably get back to my friends anyway. I’ll see you around.” Kate smiled shyly and started walking back to the dance floor before Ethan could stop her.




    The further Kate walked away from him, the louder the voice of protest in her mind became. What are you doing? The voice yelled. Turn around and ask him for his number or something!




    She knew that if she was going to make a move, she’d have to act fast. Holding onto what little courage she had, Kate closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and turned around to face him. But when she opened her eyes and mouth to say something, he wasn’t there. Glancing around desperately, she searched the bar thinking that maybe she’d just missed him. He was nowhere in sight.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Magic




    KATE SEARCHED THE DANCE FLOOR looking for Ethan, but it was pointless; he was nowhere to be seen. Disappointment settled in her stomach, and she went to find Sophie and Elle.




    “Did you think we left you or something?” Elle yelled into Kate’s ear. “You looked frantic.”




    “Yeah, are you okay?” Sophie stopped dancing and looked into Kate’s eyes, trying to read the expression on her face.




    “I’m great. Aside from the creepy guy that tried picking me up, refused to take ‘no’ for an answer, and about ripped my hand off, I’m fine.”




    Kate attempted to sound aloof about the whole situation, but she still felt anxious. And it wasn’t because of the creepy guy. It was because of the gorgeous guy who’d saved her from him. It was the second time she’d met him and the second time she felt an indescribable pull towards him. He was a complete stranger, and yet all Kate wanted to do was be alone with him. She’d never felt an instant connection to someone before—attraction yes, but this was different. She couldn’t quite explain it, but whatever it was, it was intense. And to make it all worse, she didn’t even know if she’d ever see him again.




    Ethan. Her heart fluttered as she repeated his name over in her mind.




    “Where is he?” Elle’s yelling broke Kate’s train of thought.




    “I don’t know. I tried looking for him, but I think he left,” Kate said sadly.




    “You went looking for him! Katherine Thomas, don’t you ever go looking for a creep like that by yourself. What if he did something to you?” Now Sophie was yelling, and Kate couldn’t understand what she was talking about.




    “You know the rules. Always come find us.”




    Kate looked back and forth between her friends, and it was a moment before she realized who they were talking about.




    “Ohhh, you’re talking about the creepy guy,” she said.




    “Wait, what are you talking about? Who else would we be referring to?” The look on Sophie’s face showed she was just as confused as Elle.




    Kate didn’t know how to explain what she was talking about without sounding crazy, but she also knew she had to say something. Here goes nothing, she thought. “I was thinking about the guy that kind of…saved me from the creepy guy.” It sounded weird saying ‘saved,’ but she couldn’t think of any other way to phrase it.




    “Saved you?” Elle tilted her head to the side, and then looked over at Sophie to see if she wasn’t the only confused one.




    “All right, so saved is the wrong word. The creepy guy started getting a little rough, and Ethan came over and pretended he was with me. He basically told the guy to stay away from me and leave, or he would kick his ass.” Kate smiled to herself, remembering how it felt to even pretend she was with Ethan.




    “I think we need to sit. You have some explaining to do.” Sophie grabbed Kate’s hand and led her off the dance floor with Elle following behind.




    “Spill it, Thomas,” she shouted as soon as they sat down.




    “Yeah, because we’re both familiar with that goo-goo eyed look of yours.”




    “Elle, I’m not goo-goo eyed,” Kate snapped, trying to deny the obvious.




    “All right, you’re not goo-goo eyed, but there is something going on. And who is Ethan?”




    Kate took a deep breath and exhaled. She didn’t know what to say. On one hand, she could play it off as nothing and tell them that he was just some guy she’d met. On the other hand, she could tell them exactly how she was feeling and how utterly confused she was about the whole thing.




    She figured honesty was the best policy, especially when it came to Sophie and Elle. They would find out at some point anyway, so she knew she might as well get it over with. Taking another deep breath, she began her story.




    “Last night when I was waiting for you at the gallery, I bumped into this guy. Well, not really bumped, I kind of…fell into him.” Kate smiled at the thought and then continued where she left off. She told them how he’d been surprised when he found out she was the photographer, and she laughed when she described the way she practically yelled at him for making assumptions.




    “I wanted to know why he was so shocked. It’s not like he knew me or anything. And the crazy part is that he just stood there smiling at me, which of course flustered me even more. He did apologize eventually, and he said he was impressed with my work. He said it was beautiful, and he said…”




    Kate’s voice trailed off as she remembered the words he’d said to her. She was so lost in her own little memory that she barely heard the whimpering coming from her two best friends.




    “Well, what did he say?” Sophie asked, leaning forward in anticipation.




    “He told me he that he thought…I was beautiful.” Kate’s smile was so wide she thought her cheeks would split.




    “Then what happened? What did you say?”




    “Kate, please tell me you took him into the coat closet,” Elle murmured.




    “Elle, no! I didn’t take him into the coat closet. I’m not as brave as you. And even if I wanted to, his phone rang, interrupting us. And then you guys got there.”




    Sophie sat back in her chair with a smirk. “That’s who you were looking for all night.”




    “So you aren’t denying that you wanted to take him into the coat closet?” Elle was still leaning forward, engulfed in her own thoughts of a closet romp.




    “Yes, Soph, that is who I was looking for. And no, Elle, I honestly wasn’t thinking about jumping in the coat closet.”




    “Not that good looking?” Elle said, scrunching up her nose.




    “No, believe me when I say this—he was so good looking I could barely stand it. I just wanted to reach out and touch him, if only just to prove that he was real. It was so strange too; we only spoke for a moment, and then we just stood there for I don’t even know how long. All we could do was stare at each other. And I could feel this energy between us. I’ve heard of physical chemistry before and I thought I knew what that was, but this was different—completely different.”




    Kate knew she sounded stupid trying to explain the unexplainable. But that was just it; she didn’t know how to else explain it. She didn’t even know what it was.




    “I know you guys probably think I’m little nuts.” Kate laughed nervously.




    Sophie placed her hand on Kate’s and smiled at her. “I don’t think you’re nuts. I know exactly what you’re talking about.”




    “You do?”




    “Yep, I felt that way the first time I saw Logan.”




    “You did?” Kate racked her brain trying to think back to when the two of them had first found each other.




    Elle let out a loud laugh. “You’re not talking about that whole ‘magic’ thing again, are you, Soph?”




    “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” She hit Elle on the arm, then looked back at Kate. “I just called it something different. I called it magic and you called it a weird, energy, physical pull, attraction thingy.” She was still laughing at her friend’s description when she leaned over and put her head on Kate’s shoulder.




    “So, when are you guys going out?” Elle asked.




    “That’s the problem, we aren’t.”




    “What?” Elle yelled. “You just sat here ranting about this Ethan guy, sounding just like Sophie if I may add, and you aren’t even going to go out with him?”




    Clearly annoyed with Elle’s comment, Sophie opened her mouth to say something, but snapped it shut before turning her attention back to Kate. “Elle has a point. You just spoke about Ethan with more excitement and passion than you’ve talked about any guy before, Scott included. You can’t just let him slip by.”




    “You think I want him to slip by? I would love to go out with him. The problem is that I don’t know anything about him; I don’t even know him. I just learned his name tonight. I wanted to ask him for his number or something, but he got called away again.” Kate exhaled and slumped back into her chair feeling defeated.




    Sophie, sensing her friend’s sadness, sat up and tried to lighten the mood. “Well, then, we’ll just come here every Saturday night until you find him again.”




    “That’s right,” Elle added. “See, I knew hunting tonight would turn out great for one of us.”




    “I haven’t caught him yet,” Kate reminded them.




    “Don’t worry, Kate,” Sophie said. “You’ll catch him. You just have to think positively.”




    Elle wrapped her arm around Kate’s waist and gave her a slight squeeze, showing that she too agreed with their optimistic friend.




    “Okay, so now that we all agree on you and Ethan, let’s hear more about this creepy guy. What exactly did he do to you?” Sophie’s eyes narrowed in anger.




    Kate spent the next few minutes explaining exactly what happened, making sure to give every little detail.




    Sophie’s face was full of worry. “I can’t believe nobody else saw him. Did he hurt you?”




    “My wrist is a little sore, but it’s no big deal. I’ve had worse,” Kate joked.




    “You don’t think he’s still here, do you?” Elle was sitting up in her chair, eyeing the surrounding men.




    “I don’t think so. If I were him, I would have listened to Ethan.” Kate remembered the look on Ethan’s face when he held her to his chest. The rage in his eyes was plain to see, and she wondered briefly if he reacted that protectively to all defenseless girls. She wasn’t sure, but for the moment, she allowed herself to believe that it was just her.




    “Well, if that creep comes back, I would love to show him what I think of him.” Sophie once again had that glint of hatred in her eyes.




    “Agreed,” nodded Elle.




    Elle was one of the toughest girls Kate or Sophie knew. Most men underestimated her and that worked to her advantage. All they saw was a pretty face and hot body. Usually, they didn’t get very far before her sharp tongue informed them of who they were dealing with. The fashion world always made statements about her “diva” attitude, but her friends knew her better than that. Kate and Sophie knew that the real Elle was kind, funny, and loving. She was the most loyal friend that anyone could ask for. She’d just done a perfect job of creating a tough exterior to keep her protected from the mean and sometimes hurtful industry she was in.




    “I doubt I’ll see that creep again,” Kate commented. “And if he shows up, I’ll be more prepared. We didn’t take self-defense classes for nothing.”




    “Yeah, but in the heat of the moment, some of those moves are harder than you think,” Elle reminded them.




    If anyone knew the truth of that statement, it was Elle. On more than one occasion, she’d had to defend herself against some “overly-friendly fans” as she liked to call them. All it took was one scary encounter and the three friends found themselves in self-defense classes to make sure nothing like that happened again.




    “All right.” Sophie sat back in her seat. “I’ll forget all about the creep I want to beat down if you tell us more about Ethan.”




    “Sophie is right, you know,” Elle agreed. “We’ve heard all about his chivalry, but I haven’t heard enough about the rest of him.”




    “What do you want to hear? I didn’t get a great look at his body, but what I saw was nice, very nice.” Kate smiled.




    “What else? What about his face? What color are his eyes?” Sophie leaned forward excitedly, waiting for the exact description she knew Kate would give her.




    And so she did. Kate went on to describe Ethan’s blue-gray eyes and how they had pierced through her. Simply talking about him made her heart speed up, and she could feel the blood pulsing quickly through her veins. She couldn’t stop thinking about him and didn’t want to.




    The three friends sat at their table for the rest of the evening, and they continued to ask Kate random questions.




    She tried to pay attention enough to answer, but she couldn’t help but think about what Sophie had said earlier. The more Kate thought about what had happened between Ethan and her, the more she agreed. The way Sophie described it was perfect. It was…magic.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Impasse




    ETHAN WALKED OUT OF RAIN feeling more confused than when he’d entered. He couldn’t believe she was there. After he’d left the gallery last night, he wondered if he would ever see her again, and now she was in the building that he’d just walked out of. He debated about whether he should just go back inside, but knew he couldn’t. He had to get to the hospital.




    It took all of his strength to keep his legs moving away from her. He laughed at his luck. Twice he’d bumped into the most amazing girl he’d ever met, and twice he’d been called away from her.




    Over the past twenty-four hours, Ethan had replayed their meeting over in his mind numerous times. He could still see her standing there in the gallery. She immediately caught his eye with her fair skin against the darkness of her deep blue dress, and the way her hair framed her face and brushed her bare back. And then, after speaking with her and looking into her deep brown eyes, Ethan knew he didn’t want to leave her side.




    Their conversation, though short, left him wanting to know everything about her. And there was something else—something he’d had never felt before. He didn’t know how to describe it, but it was powerful. Up until tonight, he thought that maybe he’d been imagining the whole thing.




    But then he saw her tonight, and she was just as beautiful as he’d imagined. She was talking to another man and Ethan knew he should wait until she was finished. Then he watched as the man angrily grabbed her and pulled her close. Ethan wasn’t prepared for the feelings that stirred inside of him, and before he knew it, he was walking towards them.




    Not sure how she would react, he looked at her tentatively, waiting for a sign that she was comfortable with his actions. To his relief, she’d followed along and went to his side. He took it upon himself to tell the asshole he could get lost, and then he spent the next few minutes talking with the photographer he never expected to see again. Just like the previous night, he felt an indescribable pull toward her and just like before, it left him feeling more confused than ever.




    The sound of Ethan’s phone beeping broke his train of thought. He didn’t have to look to see who the text was from. Trent, his best friend, had just gotten a new phone and was obsessed with the new keypad feature.




    Hey bro. Sorry I’m running late. On my way.




    Crap, I forgot to call Trent, Ethan thought, quickly dialing his number in the hope that he would catch him before he got to the club. The phone rang at least five times before he picked up. Ethan could easily picture his friend cursing his new gadget, trying to figure out how to work it. When he finally did answer, all he could hear was yelling.




    “Ah, damn! Hold on, Ethan. I just dropped the phone.” There was fumbling and cursing on the other end, and Ethan laughed under his breath. “Sorry. I’m still trying to figure this thing out. It doesn’t help that the phone is so damn small I can barely push the buttons. They should really make them a little larger.”




    “Trent, in the cell phone world, smaller is considered better.”




    “Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled. “How come you’re calling me? I thought we were meeting at Rain?”




    “That’s why I’m calling.” Ethan braced himself for his friend’s reaction. “I just got a call from work.”




    “Come on, man! I thought you were clear for tonight. It’s been way too long and we need to get out and meet some girls.”




    “Trent—”




    “I know what you’re going to say. You technically already have a girlfriend. But you know as well as I do that it’s going nowhere. Plus, aren’t you dropping her tomorrow?”




    “Tactful, Trent, very tactful. You could be a little nicer about it.”




    “What? She’s no good, Ethan, and you know it.”




    Ethan thought about what Trent had said and knew he was right. He and Cindy had been dating for almost three months, and he’d recently realized it was going nowhere. She was too controlling and obsessive when it came to their relationship. If Cindy had it her way, they would be moving in together, picking out rings, and setting a wedding date. Three things which were far from Ethan’s mind, especially with her.




    “All right,” Ethan admitted. “You’re right about the ‘not going anywhere’ comment. And yes, I am planning on talking with her tomorrow.”




    “Then what’s the hold up?”




    “There isn’t one, really. I just don’t want to dive into another relationship right away. Can’t I be friends with someone and then see what happens?”




    “Dude, you sound like I’m telling you to go get a wife. I’m just trying to get you laid.” Trent laughed.




    “I think I can take care of myself in that department. And I haven’t needed your help since high school, if I remember correctly.”




    “Wait a minute, I totally hooked you up with that girl sophomore year at college. What was her name…Susan, Susan King.”




    “Clark. Her last name was Clark. And I would hardly consider introducing me to her hooking me up. Plus, I would have asked her out on my own.”




    “True, but you did meet her at my party. Therefore I still had a hand in it,” Trent bragged.




    “I can’t argue with you there. Now, are we done talking about my relationships? I’m almost to the hospital.”




    “Yeah, I’m done, for now,” he teased. “Are you on for tomorrow night?”




    “Um, tomorrow is Sunday, right?” Ethan mentally flipped through his calendar. “Yeah, I only work the morning shift. I’ll be done by late afternoon. But I have to talk to Cindy tomorrow night or it’s going to drag on for another week.”




    Trent couldn’t hide the amusement in his voice. “She’s still avoiding you, huh?”




    “I swear she knows it’s coming. Every time I try to get together with her to talk, she comes up with some excuse and then another week goes by and we’re still together.”




    “You want me to call her?”




    Ethan knew that Trent was probably teasing, but he also knew him well enough to know that he would do something like that. “No, I can take care of it. And I’m not doing it over the phone.”




    “Why not? It’s easier that way. You avoid the whole ‘it’s not you, it’s me thing.’ And you don’t have to deal with the tears. Trust me on this one. Tears are no good.”




    Ethan laughed at his friend’s view of relationships. As a player for the NFL, Trent got his fair share of girls. All of them attractive and all of them dumb as doorknobs. He never dated anyone longer than a month, and it didn’t bother him. As far as he was concerned, he was going to be a bachelor for life. Ethan, however, knew him well enough to know different. He just hadn’t found a girl strong enough to match him.




    “I don’t think doing this over the phone would be the best thing. I know Cindy well enough to know that if I told her over the phone, she wouldn’t believe it. She would show up the next day like nothing had ever happened and play dumb.” Hearing the words come out of his mouth made Ethan realize just how bad the situation had gotten.




    “Man, she is nuts. The sooner you end it, the better. All right, so you go out with her after work. Dump her crazy ass, and then we can meet up afterwards. Sound good?”




    Ethan rolled his eyes. “Sounds good. I’ll call you later and let you know what time.”




    He hung up the phone still laughing at Trent’s tactless use of words. He was never one for buffering his true feelings. He was right about Cindy being nuts, though. Breaking up with her wasn’t going to be an easy thing and Ethan knew it. But it had to be done, especially after meeting Kate.




    Kate. Just the thought of her name made his blood pulse faster. Ethan knew the moment he saw her that he wanted to ask her out, but he also knew he couldn’t. It wasn’t the right thing to do. He needed to have all ties broken with Cindy before he acted on anything. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them, and Cindy, although overbearing and obsessive, deserved better.




    His only fear was that he’d lost his chance. That he’d never see Kate again. He had never been one to believe in fate, but there was no denying that fate was indeed involved. It was what brought them together again tonight. Now all he could do was wait and see if fate would intervene again.




    ***




    It was late and the halls of the hospital were empty when Ethan arrived. Why did Henry call me if it was so slow? And where is he anyway? he wondered. Just as he reached for his phone, Henry walked around the corner.




    “There you are, Ethan. I was beginning to wonder if you were still coming.” As Henry walked closer, Ethan got a better look at his face. He knew that Henry had been working a double shift, but his eyes were alert and focused, something that only came with years of experience.




    “Sorry, I got held up on the phone. Your son was giving me advice on women again.” Ethan laughed.




    “Please tell me you didn’t take any of it. Out of the two of you, he is the one in need of relationship advice.”




    “Oh, believe me, I know that. He’s just looking out for me.”




    “Always the protective brother.” Henry wrapped his arm around Ethan’s shoulder. “I’m really glad you two have each other. It’s always made Lori and me glad knowing that, even though we couldn’t give Trent a sibling, he never really missed out on having one.” He gave Ethan’s shoulder a quick squeeze before stepping back and handing over his charts. “You told me to inform you if Mr. Bennett took a turn for the worse. I could have explained this to you over the phone, but I knew you would want to be here anyway.”




    “Of course. How is he?” Ethan’s current mood shifted from happy to concerned at the thought of his patient, his friend. He took the chart from Henry and looked over his notes.




    “We aren’t expecting him to make it that much longer. We’re keeping him comfortable, though. He keeps asking for you. The tough old man seems determined not to rest until he sees you.”




    “He can be that way sometimes,” Ethan said, shaking his head disapprovingly. “I better get going. I’m sure he’s tired.” He turned away from Henry and headed over to the elevator.




    “Ethan.” Henry’s voice stopped him in his tracks. “Let me know if you need to talk. I know it can be hard, losing someone you’ve grown attached to.”




    “Thanks.” Ethan felt the emotions churning inside him as he stepped onto the elevator and pushed the button for the third floor.




    Mr. Bennett was one of the first patients Ethan saw four years ago when he first moved to Philadelphia. He was doing his ER rotation, and Mr. Bennett came in complaining of a persistent cough and difficulty breathing. After numerous tests, he was diagnosed with lung cancer. Ethan referred him to an oncologist, and he began his treatment.




    His wife of forty years never left his side, and Ethan clearly remembered thinking that she was the strongest woman he’d ever met. She often said to him, “You do whatever it takes to be with the one you love.” Ethan had never experienced that kind of love before, but he was sure she was right. She stood by her husband’s side while he went through chemotherapy and had numerous surgeries to remove the tumors.




    During the man’s recovery, Ethan paid him visits, often sitting for hours. Mr. Bennett had been a music teacher, which was one of Ethan’s many interests. He’d often bring in recordings of his favorite pieces or an album from a new band he’d recently discovered. They’d discuss the universal world of music and the ways it had changed over time. After a few months, his oncologist said that he was in remission and he could go home to be with his family.




    About six months ago, his wife, Dorothy, passed away, and Mr. Bennett ended up back in the hospital. This time the cancer was back and it had already spread to his lymph nodes and liver. With his wife not beside him, it seemed as though he’d given up. Ethan remembered feeling so angry and upset that he wasn’t fighting. Two weeks ago, he went to visit him and told him how he felt.




    “You’re giving up,” Ethan told him. “Do you really think Dorothy would have wanted that?”




    Mr. Bennett looked at him and smiled. “I’m not giving up, kid. Do you realize that the sooner I’m out of this body, the sooner I’ll be with her? This has been the worst six months of my life, and I’m ready to be with her again. Part of me went missing when she left, and I know I can’t feel whole again unless I have her near me.”




    That short conversation had been the thing to make Ethan realize what he wanted. He wanted to love a woman like that. He wanted to ache when she wasn’t near him. He wanted to feel like he was only whole when he was with her. He didn’t feel that way about Cindy and that wasn’t fair to her or to himself.




    The elevator doors opened with a ping, and Ethan’s mind returned to the present. He began the long walk down the sterile hall until he reached Mr. Bennett’s room. Knowing that he wouldn’t want sympathy or a sad face, Ethan mustered up the best smile he could and walked though his door.




    “Hey, there, kid.” Mr. Bennett opened one eye and peered at Ethan.




    “Hi, Mr. Bennett. I would ask how you’re doing today, but I’m sure you would say what you always do.”




    “Yep, I’m still dying.” He let out a muffled chuckle. Since Mr. Bennett had made up his mind to not fight any more, he’d had an almost morbid sense of humor. The nurses were always so disturbed by it, but Ethan knew him well enough to understand his way of thinking. “I’ll be seeing Dorothy by tomorrow night. I can feel it.” He smiled.




    “Umm hmm,” Ethan said while looking over his chart.




    He never knew what to say when he talked that way. He wasn’t sure what he believed about life and death. But he did know that if there was something out there, a life after this one, then he would want it to be with the ones he loved. So why not believe it?




    “Are you feeling comfortable?” Ethan asked, trying to change the subject.




    “I better be. They’ve got enough drugs pumping through me.” He lifted his hand, pointing out the tubes and bags that were attached to him.




    “They’re just doing their job. They want you to be comfortable,” Ethan assured him.




    “I know, I know. It makes it harder for me to think this way; my head’s all foggy.”




    “Well, that’s because you need some sleep. I’ll come back and check on you tomorrow morning.” Ethan flipped his chart closed and turned for the door.




    “Dr. Montgomery?”




    “Mr. Bennett, I’ve told you before. Please call me Ethan.”




    “And I’ve told you to call me John,” he retorted.




    “Okay then, John. What do you need?” Ethan waited for a minute so he could gather his thoughts.




    When John finally spoke, his words came out softly and Ethan had to step closer to hear him correctly.




    “I just wanted to thank you for being a friend. Not everyone understands my decision and you’ve always seemed to get it. I know you say you’ll see me tomorrow, but I think someone else may have other plans.” He looked to the ceiling before reaching over and placing his hand on Ethan’s.




    It was clear what he was saying, but Ethan didn’t know how to respond. He was silent while he searched for the right words to say.




    “Tell Dorothy I said hello.” Ethan squeezed his hand a final time and walked towards the door, pausing before he left. “I’ll be seeing you,” he said as he took one last look at the face of his friend.
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