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				PROLOGUE

				I met him five months ago in line at the Las Flores Café, by the beach in Cádiz—a tall, raven-haired boy with a motorcycle helmet tucked under his arm. He wore faded jeans, a white t-shirt, and vintage Doc Martens boots. When he removed his mirrored aviators and looked directly at me, my knees went weak from the weight of his stare. As I gawked, his lips turned up in a mischievous, dimple-punctuated grin. His five-o’clock shadow indicated he was no mere high school boy, very unlike the boys I knew.

				“May I buy you a coffee?” he whispered over my shoulder as he moved behind me in line. His speech was infused with only the slightest Castilian accent, which suggested that he had been speaking English for quite some time, maybe even having lived or studied abroad at length.

				“Who? Me?” I looked around, seriously wondering if he was addressing someone else. I noticed a small group of middle-aged ladies staring at us curiously, with raised brows.

				“Yes, you,” he laughed, tilting his chin up, and drawing my eyes to the line of his square jaw.

				“Oh sure . . . why not?” Blood rushed to my cheeks, as it always did when any guy showed me the slightest bit of attention. In that moment, I hated my fair complexion and auburn hair even more than usual. Knowing that my face was crimson and my skin was splotched down to my chest made me feel even more self-conscious. If there had been a hole in the ground within a hundred feet, I would have jumped head-first into it to escape the burning humiliation. Or maybe I could have just run outside and buried my head in the sand. The thought brought a smile to my lips, and I felt myself relaxing.

				“Well, I hope you know, I do expect you to sit with me while you drink it,” he said, cocking his head to the side and raising a dark brow.

				“Well, I have to—” I began. But the pleading look on his face stopped me, mid-excuse. “Okay . . . fine, and thank you for the coffee.”

				After the handsome stranger paid, he carried both drinks to a small table next to a window overlooking the beach. I followed, taking note of his long limbs and the way his t-shirt accentuated his golden Mediterranean skin.

				“I’m Javier,” he said as he pulled out the cast-iron chair for me.  

				“Thanks.” I plopped less than elegantly into the chair. “I’m Evangeline, but everyone calls me Evie.” I extended my hand to shake his. 

				“Eva, mucho gusto,” Javier said with a kind smile, holding my hand a moment longer than a customary hand shake. I smiled back, liking the way he pronounced my name. He said, “An American, huh?”

				“Am I that obvious?” I cringed.

				“You have an American accent.” Javier shrugged. Funny, but I’d never thought of myself as having an accent of any kind. He moved his chair closer to mine. “So, what brings you to my lovely country, Eva?”

			

			
				“I’ve lived here for four years with my family. My dad’s a captain in the US Navy, and we’re stationed at Rota.” I timidly sipped the drink, still not accustomed to the strong, bitter Spanish coffee.

				“You mean you’ve lived here for four years, and I’m just now meeting you?” Javier flashed a comical, faux-shocked expression.

				“I guess so,” I laughed.

				“Well, then, it is fate that we meet here today,” he replied nonchalantly. He leaned back in the chair and studied me as if I were some unknown creature in need of classification.

				“How so?” I was a little confused by his mention of fate. Plus, the way he was staring at me with those intense, black eyes made me apprehensive.

				“I was planning to travel to Italy tomorrow to stay with my mother,” he replied.

				“Oh.” I tried not to appear as disappointed as I felt. If we were fated to meet, then why hadn’t we met sooner?

				“But I’m going to put that off a while. My mother will not mind.”

				“Why would you do that—change your plans?” I only suspected where he was going with this.

				“Because I want to get to know you better, of course.” Javier smiled the most devastating smile I’d ever seen in my life, his teeth gleaming against his golden skin. “What are you doing tonight? I want to take you dancing.”

				“Dancing?” I gulped. I wasn’t such a great dancer; okay, I was terrible. As a matter of fact, I had tried out for the junior high dance team back home in the States, but I made a laughing stock out of myself when I twisted my feet together attempting a pirouette and face-planted into a pile of pom-poms. Luckily for me, our family moved to Spain that summer when, by the grace of God, Dad was transferred with a promotion. I was spared the inevitable teasing that fall from the mean girls at school. I hadn’t danced since.

				“Yes, flamenco dancing, actually.” His grin widened as if he were sensing my panic—and enjoying it.

				“I’ve never done that in my life. I—I don’t know how,” I stammered, as sheer terror rose up from the pit of my stomach.

				“Well, now is the time to learn. I can show you,” he said calmly, taking a sip of his coffee. “I can’t believe you haven’t flamenco danced yet. You can’t leave Spain never having danced flamenco. It would be a sin, a Cardinal sin, actually.”

				“Well, since you put it that way. I don’t want a one-way ticket to hell over flamenco dancing,” I sighed. “Where and when is this happening?” 

				“Seville, at nine thirty.” His tone was indifferent, but his expression told me that he was gauging how I’d react. He traced the cusp of the mug with his index finger as he awaited my response.

				“Seville?” I’m sure the shock was obvious on my face. Javier simply nodded, watching me over his coffee mug as he took another sip. He placed the cup back down on the table and sat up straight in his chair, squaring his shoulders. As his eyes met mine, his face took on a look of determination.

				“Of course. Seville, it is the place for flamenco. You are not truly dancing flamenco unless you are within la ciudad Seville.” He was looking at me as if I’d just insulted his nation.

			

			
				Well, this trip wasn’t going to fly with my dad. It was a school night, and Seville was too far away.

				“I don’t know. I don’t think I can stay out that late. It would take at least an hour to drive back.”

				“I have an apartment in Seville. You are welcome to stay there for the night. I could sleep on the couch.” He shrugged, the corner of his mouth turning up ever-so-slightly. I had the strange feeling that he was testing me. I gave him a severe yeah right look. He laughed, throwing his hands up defensively in front of him, “I’m kidding. I can have you home by midnight.”

				“Just like Cinderella, huh?” 

				“No, you are much more beautiful than Cinderella,” he said giving me a contemplative once-over. His eyebrows arched, indicating his approval, and I felt the blood burning in my cheeks again. “Besides, I do not have a pumpkin to turn into a carriage.”

				“How do I know you’re not a serial killer or something?” I laughed nervously, only half-joking.

				“Now, do I look like a serial killer?” he said, spreading out his arms.

				“No, but then again, neither did Ted Bundy or Jeffrey Dahmer.”

				“Good point.” Javier smiled, and I knew no one with eyes as kind as his could ever harm anyone. “But you have to admit, Dahmer was creepy-looking in a redneck kind of way.”

				 I laughed and nodded in agreement. 

				“I guess you are just going to have to trust me,” he continued.

				“Guess so.” I took another sip of coffee and considered my options, the most likely being that I would have to tell Dad that I was over at Coralea’s house studying for an exam. There was no possible way he would agree to allow me to travel to Seville with a strange man I’d just met the same day in a café.

				However, if Dad were to talk with Coralea’s father, Bill, then Dad would surely discover that I had lied. I’d never been dishonest with my father before, and the repercussions could be severe. My eyes absently wandered to the dark, churning Atlantic beyond the café window. When I glanced back to Javier, he was eyeing me curiously, a mischievous grin brightening his face. His magnetism was undeniable; and in that instant, I knew I’d be willing to face the consequences just to get to know him. 

				“Fine, I could meet you here, say, at seven. Is that enough time to get us to Seville and back by midnight?”

				“Absolutely,” Javier replied. “Trust me.”

				For some reason I did, and I’ve never regretted it.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 1

				I’ve been having bad dreams lately. Really horrible dreams. The kind that leave you feeling uneasy for the rest of the day, but you can’t remember exactly why. The kind of nightmares that come back, night after night, no matter how hard you force yourself to think only of rainbows and puppies before you drift off to sleep. In my case, the dream always ends just as my mother, her black eyes at once wild and hollow, stabs me through the heart and I awake in a cold sweat, my pulse pounding in my ears. I don’t dare tell anyone about these dreams—not my father, not my Grandma Winnie, and most definitely not my younger siblings, Ethan and Emma. I can’t even tell my most trusted confidant, my best friend Coralea, or my boyfriend, Javier. I don’t tell any of them, because I’m worried that they’ll think I’m insane. I know they’d think I’m crazy because my mother—the woman who haunts my dreams, the woman who hunts me in my dreams—is dead, and she has been for a long time.

				My conscious memories of my mother are sweet and cherished. But for some reason, my subconscious twists these memories and presents her as a soulless, homicidal monster in my dreams. I don’t understand it, nor do I want to. I want to dwell on the memory of my mother as the loving, charismatic woman she was before she was killed in that horrible car crash when I was just seven years old.

				I’m driving my convertible down a deserted stretch of highway between Rota and Cádiz. Even though the high-noon Spanish sun is beating a hot path down on me and the air rushing around me could roast me in my seat, I shudder against the ghost of last night’s dream. I manage to shake off the memory of the nightmare, but I know it will be back tonight. It always comes back. I’ve not had a night’s sleep in which my mother did not try to kill me in my dreams since our family moved here four years ago, the summer before my eighth-grade year. That’s when the dreams started, and that’s when I started to question my sanity. 

				My relationship with Javier has me pondering my sanity as well. I do things and feel things with him that I never thought I’d do or feel for anyone. For instance, today I skipped the second half of school to meet up with him in Cádiz—I just took off at lunch time. This indiscretion—one I’d like to believe is completely uncharacteristic, but has become the norm for me lately—all came about because my father decided to call an emergency family meeting tonight. He has something very important that he wants to tell us, and we must all be home by five sharp—no exceptions! I know enough about Captain Nash Sweeney’s infamous Irish temper not to keep him waiting. Besides, I know Dad wouldn’t have insisted on meeting if it weren’t something urgent.

				“Be here at five, Evangeline. I mean it,” Dad warned as I ran out of the house this morning, late for school again.

				So at noon, when I was sure the rent-a-cop was snoozing in his guard shack, I jumped into my white Volkswagen Beetle Cabriolet convertible, lowered the tan soft-top, and sped out of the American School’s parking lot, Weezer’s Green album blaring on the CD player. I’ve arrived at the Las Flores Café in less than thirty minutes, thanks to the unusually light traffic. I throw the gearshift into neutral before pressing the clutch, causing the manual transmission to choke and die. Sadly, I still haven’t become proficient at driving the stick shift, and my precious little car is suffering the consequences.

			

			
				“Sorry, my friend.” I pat the door and ease it closed as if it were made of glass. 

				A roaring laugh jolts me from behind. Javier had crept up behind me while I was distracted with the gear shift. He’s propped against the rear bumper on the driver’s side, arms crossed, sporting his mirrored aviators and an amused grin. His short, raven hair glistens in the relentless Spanish sunshine. He’s a full head and shoulders above me, and I’m five foot seven. The sharp planes of his face and lean, chiseled frame always take my breath away. Seeing him each day is like seeing him for the first time, and I take in every inch of him, burning his image to memory because I never want to forget him. As a matter of fact, I am resigned in this life to never forget two things: the sensation of my mother’s loving hands skillfully weaving my curls into a braid, and the slightly crooked curve of Javier’s smile.

				“Your friend is going to have a very short lifespan with that kind of treatment, Eva,” he teases.

				“Gee, thanks for pointing that out,” I say, walking up to him and giving his stomach a playful punch. He wraps his arms around my shoulders, pulling me into him. He towers over me; so much so, that he can rest his chin on the top of my head.

				“I’ve missed you. Have you missed me?” he whispers, hugging me tighter and burying my face into his chest. I inhale his scent, a mix of salt-water air, sweet sweat, and spicy Polo Black cologne.

				“Have I missed you just since last night? Seriously?” I tease. He holds me back at arm’s length, looking down at me with an exaggerated, heartbroken expression. “Of course I have!” I stand up on my toes to peck him on the mouth. I suppose that isn’t good enough for him, because he then kisses me back hard and furiously, pulling me in even tighter than before.

				“Javier,” I gasp, finally breaking the kiss. After a few beats, I realize that he’s picked me up off the ground completely, holding me up in a bear hug. I look over his shoulder and notice that we’ve collected a group of spectators, mostly female, all watching with their eyes wide and jaws agape. Some, keeping their eyes trained on us, whisper excitedly to each other, but I know my Javi has that effect on women.

				“I have to be home by five o’clock for a family meeting. Dad has something important he wants to tell us at dinner. We won’t have as much time together tonight.”

				“Corazón,” he whispers, tenderly tracing his thumb across my lips. I smile at his pet name for me, darling in Spanish. He lowers me gently to the ground and drapes his arms over my shoulders. “Sneak out again tonight, please. Meet me on the beach behind your house. I must be with you,” he pleads, his eyes dark and intense. I find saying no to him so incredibly difficult, but I try.

				“I can’t. If I get caught, my dad will kill me or send me to a convent in France, a fate worse than death, I can assure you,” I say with a shudder as memories of a trip to a gothic French convent with my mother shortly before she died flash through my mind. Why my mom and I were checking out French convents is beyond me. “Last night was too close for comfort.”

				At two a.m., after meeting Javier on the beach for a little face time, I had managed to scramble back up the rose trellis into my room only minutes before Grandma Winnie poked her head in my door. This morning, as I wolfed down a bowl of cereal for breakfast, desperate to avoid eye contact with her, she asked in an accusatory tone if I had heard “that noise” on the roof outside my room last night. I think she suspected that I’d snuck out, but she was too afraid to come straight out and accuse me of anything without proof. She’ll probably have her ancient Polaroid on standby tonight.

			

			
				“Please try, Corazón.” 

				“I’ll text you by eight to let you know.”

				“I want you to come back to my apartment. I want to talk with you about something.” His eyes hold mine, and I see by the weight of his stare that it has to be serious. I don’t know what he could want to talk about, but he’s making me feel uneasy. He’s never wanted to bring me back to his place before. I assume he’s afraid of what might happen between us if we were ever to find ourselves alone behind closed doors. Javier is nineteen, and I won’t be eighteen until October thirty-first. He is acutely aware of the legality of our relationship and makes sure he reminds me of it almost every single day, especially when I’m trying to take our relationship to the next level.

				“Okay,” I say. “I will go to your apartment. Should I be worried about what you want to tell me?”

				“No,” he whispers. “I promise you will not be disappointed if you meet me tonight.” He traces his fingertips, calloused from years of guitar playing, down my arms, sending a bolt of white-hot electricity through me.

				“Well, that’s all you had to say.” I smile up at him, my mind lost in a cloud of sensations I’m only just beginning to understand. “What do you want to do in the time we have this afternoon?” 

				“How about a ride down the coast?” He nods over to his shiny, black Ducati. I was deathly afraid of motorcycles until I met Javier. Now I love them. I love wrapping my arms around his waist and resting my cheek on his muscular back. I love the feel of him between my thighs, the powerful machine vibrating beneath us. It’s a sensation I think about often when I’m alone in my room at night.

				My smile widens. “What are we waiting for?”

				***


				I arrive back to our family’s rented, white-washed cottage by four thirty. I want to shower off the layer of salt that has accumulated on my skin and hair from the ride down the coastline on the back of Javier’s motorcycle. The house seems quiet, which is rare, so I take advantage of the alone time to get first dibs on the only bathroom in the place. I run up the narrow staircase, slam the bathroom door closed, and throw open the small window above the toilet. Immediately the thick, humid salt air fills the tiny bathroom, and beads up on the blue-tiled wall that mimics the deep-azure color of the Atlantic Ocean stretching out beyond the shore. 

				As soon as I start the water in the shower, there are three loud bangs! at the door.

				“Evie, hurry up! I gotta go before the meeting!” Emma screeches from the other side, punctuating her statement with three kicks to the bottom of the door. Emma is my twelve-year-old sister and twin to our brother Ethan. We’re just over five years apart in age, so I’ve been more of an aunt than a sister, especially after our mother died. As we grew older, I had to take on a caregiver role to the twins. But still, we fight like cats and dogs.

				“Jesus, Emma. Give me five minutes!” I holler over my shoulder as I step into the shower. 


			

			
				“I’m telling Dad you said a swear word!” she counters.

				“Whatever,” I mumble to myself as I feel the tension in my muscles relaxing under the steamy water.

				In ten minutes, I’m out of the shower and robed. I unlock and open the bathroom door to find Emma leaning against the wall in the narrow hallway, iPod ear buds in, and scowl firmly affixed to her face.

				“Have you been standing there the whole time?” I ask, annoyed with her as always.

				“Yeah, I told you I had to go. And Dad said not to be late,” she huffs, pushing past me and slamming the door in my face.

				“Okay, tell him I’ll be right down,” I say, even though I know she can’t hear me. Sometimes I wish we had a better relationship. Getting along at least half the time would be nice.

				I hurry to my room because I know enough not to keep Nash Sweeney (Navy captain and Annapolis graduate) waiting. The old cliché of “he runs a tight ship” is quite the understatement regarding Captain Sweeney. He does not tolerate insubordination from anyone, let alone his own children. The last thing I want is to do is get grounded for the weekend. I’d much rather spend it with Javier.

				I yank on a pair of black, velour track pants and a pink tank top that I find crumpled on the closet floor. I finger-comb my obnoxiously curly hair, slip on my favorite fuzzy house slippers, and head back down the stairs into the kitchen.

				“Dad, this house is so claustrophobic. Having only one bathroom should be against the law,” I complain as I slide into my usual chair at the four-seater dinette table. The tiny cottage we rent is in a perfect, picturesque location overlooking the ocean, but it’s severely lacking in space to accommodate a family of five. Emma and Ethan are already parked in their spots, and Dad’s standing propped against the counter where he usually eats due to lack of space at the table. “Where’s Grandma?”

				“She went to the market to pick up a few things,” Dad replies, looking pensive. “Listen, kids, I have some very important news—”

				“Dad, what is it?” Ethan interrupts, chomping on his dinner. Partially chewed bits of meatloaf spew on the table as he speaks.

				“Eww, Dad, Ethan’s talking with his mouth full again!” Emma wails in disgust, clenching her fists over her eyes.

				“Shut up!” Ethan fires back, green eyes blazing. His face is crimson up to his platinum-blond hairline.

				“Ethan, stop it,” I sigh, sick of their non-stop bickering. My God, they find any reason to fight.

				“Kids, please. I’m trying to tell you something,” Dad says, exasperated, pinching the bridge of his nose. It suddenly occurs to me that he must be utterly exhausted after all these years of raising us. We don’t exactly make it easy for him, either.

				“Sorry, Dad,” the twins say in unison, for once recognizing the effect that their fighting is having on him. 

				It’s creepy the way they say the same things at the same time or finish each other’s sentences. Although the twins are fraternal, they could easily pass for identical; their physical features are so similar. Plus Emma’s a little tom-boyish, and Ethan’s a little girly. I’ve always been fascinated by the fact that I’m the only member of the family with blue eyes and curly, red hair. The twins are both blond and green-eyed, as are Dad and Grandma Winnie. Well, she was. . . before time and the stress of taking care of her three young grandchildren turned her hair silver. Our mother was part Native American; she had the blackest hair and eyes I’ve ever seen. I’ve never met Mom’s family, but I remember her telling me that her mother lived in Indiana, which pretty much sums up all I know about them.

			

			
				“Kids, I’ve got orders for Washington, DC,” Dad says, nervously glancing around the table.

				“How long will you be gone?” I ask dismissively, but in my heart I already know the answer.

				“I’m being transferred, Evie. We leave in a month.”

				My heart drops, and my jaw follows suit. I make a conscious effort to close my mouth as tears begin to sting my eyes.

				“What? Why?” is the only response I can manage; the shock of the moment has left me near speechless. It’s as if he has slapped me across the face with that statement. He might as well have; it would’ve hurt much less.

				“I was awarded the intelligence position I applied for at the Pentagon.”

				“Dad, you said you wouldn’t apply for a transfer until I graduated from high school.” My cheeks grow hot as my anger augments by the second. The tears border on spilling, but I furiously fight them back because I’m reluctant to appear weak or childish to my father. I have to reason with him as an adult, if I’m going to stand a chance of winning this argument.

				“I know, Evangeline, but this is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” he explains, and his right hand goes to his temple.

				“Really, Dad? Because it’s the Navy, and I’m pretty sure nothing is once in a lifetime concerning the Navy!” I know I’m pushing my luck, but I stand my ground. He can’t do this to me! I have a life here. There are people here I love and care about, and who love and care about me. I can’t leave Spain. I just can’t.

				Grandma Winnie floats into the kitchen as if on a cloud, carrying a brown-paper grocery bag. “Evie,” she says, “calm down. I can hear you all the way outside. Your father is only doing what’s best for the family.” 

				She’s probably ecstatic that we’re moving back to the States. She’s never liked living here, especially considering that she can’t and won’t speak a word of Spanish. Assimilating here has never been a goal for her. I wouldn’t be surprised if this whole thing about going back was her idea. I can feel the anger simmering in my gut beginning to boil over.

				“Well, I’m not going. I’m staying here. With Coralea’s family, if I have to.”

				“Evie, don’t be ridiculous,” Grandma Winnie snorts from her crouched position in front of the fridge as she sorts the groceries.

				“You will do no such thing!” Dad booms. I jump a little, but I’m unwilling to back down from this fight. There’s too much hanging in the balance: my relationship with Javier, for starters.

				“Nash . . .” Grandma Winnie scolds my dad, shaking her head.

				“Dad, you’ve got to be kidding. If I left, I’d have to start my senior year in a brand new school. It’s not fair!” My voice trembles, and I angrily wipe away a single tear that dares to spill over.

			

			
				“Guess what, Evie? Life isn’t fair. That’s a fact.” Dad is angry; I know this because his ears are bright red. I feel a twinge of guilt, knowing that my father has been through more than his fair share of pain with the loss of my mother—his soul mate, his beloved Mia.

				“But Dad, you promised,” I whisper, knowing I’m defeated, but not wanting to accept it. I slump down in the rickety kitchen chair.

				“Evie, you really need to go back to the States for your senior year anyway, to apply to colleges. Besides, your aunt and uncle got you into the Holy Cross—” 

				“Great, I’ll really fit in there with all the rich politico-kids. Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.” I remember the Holy Cross Preparatory Academy as being the school for the wealthy, political-power families in DC. My uncle, Calvin Sweeney, is a senator and a retired Army general. He and his wife, Matilda, have no children, so they’re constantly doing things for us—as if we’re their substitute kids. It gets a little annoying after a while. I don’t need their charity, and I especially don’t need their pity.

				“This discussion is over, Evangeline. As long as I am responsible for your education, and you are a minor, you will do as I say. Understood?”

				I merely nod and stand up from the table. I’m sulking. I’m being selfish. I know this, but why do I always have to sacrifice my happiness for this family? Why can’t I ever have what I want, just once in my life?

				“I’m going to my room. I’m suddenly not hungry anymore,” I say, not daring to meet anyone’s eyes for fear that the full waterworks will start.

				“Fine,” my father says. “But I’m telling you, Evie, sulking around the house over the next month will do you no good.”

				“Yes, sir,” I mumble and run up the stairs, slamming my bedroom door behind me.

				Right now, I know only two things for certain. First, I’m going to have to start my life all over again, for the umpteenth time, in my last year of high school. Second, I’ll be leaving the love of my life behind in Spain. I never before had trouble leaving a comfortable life to start over; after all, I’ve inherited my mother’s wanderlust. Being the daughter of a naval officer has its perks for those who consider themselves modern-day gypsies, what with the frequent reassignments and promotions sending our small family to exotic locales. Most normal, middle-class American families do not get the chance to live in so many interesting places in one lifetime. My little family and I have been lucky to call home Japan, Italy, Guam, and Australia. And I’ve always been grateful for these unique experiences.

				However, Javier changes everything about my acceptance of this particular move. My heart aches when I think about how I’m going to break the news to him. Will he feel half as destroyed as I do at this very moment? I know that Javi’s heartbreak will somehow validate my own.

				In the short time we’ve known each other, we have connected on so many levels. Because of my family’s frequent relocating, I rarely develop close friendships. My only true friend is Coralea, another Navy brat I met years ago in Japan when we were just babies. We were reunited when our families were assigned to Rota. I’ve never had a real boyfriend, at least no one I would consider a boyfriend. I’ve been on dates, and I’ve gone to dances with boys before. But those infrequent occurrences have never developed into something more—like a second date. 

			

			
				I find my phone on the dresser and, with trembling hands, text Javi.

				*Javier, we have to meet tonight. I have to tell you something very important. 

				A few seconds later:

				*Is something wrong?

				*Yes.

				*Tell me now, Corazón.

				*I have to tell you in person. Meet me at the beach at midnight.

				*My dad should be asleep by then. We can go back to your place, if you want. 

				*Okay, see you then.

				


				***


				At midnight, when I’m sure that the rest of the family is sound asleep, I tiptoe over to the window and nudge the weathered pane up. My heart quickens as the window creaks in protest. I cock my head, listening for any signs that my family is awake. Luckily for me, there is a wind storm blowing outside, which disguises any noise I make, especially as I’m climbing down the rose trellis. When I’m close enough to the ground to be confident I won’t break my neck, I jump. My jacket snags on a thorny arm of the rose bush, bending the trellis toward me. I yank the jacket free, and the trellis bounces back against the house, making an earsplitting, jackhammer sound. I freeze in place, with the wind whipping my curls straight up in the air around me.

				Dad’s room is on the first floor, and his window is directly to the right of the trellis. My wits comeback to me just as a light switches on in his room. I duck to the opposite side of the huge rose bush and press my body as close to the house as possible. I watch the illuminated outline of the window pane on the ground and my dad’s shadow appears in the block of light. The silhouette stops for a moment, then turns back, and the light switches off again. I sigh in relief and run around to the back of the house.

				Moments later, I’m walking down the dirt path leading to the beach below the cliff where my whitewashed house perches like a ghostly guardian over the Spanish coastline. Luckily, the moon is a bright silver dollar in the black sky, giving off more than enough light to illuminate the path. Through a break in the waist-high, rhythmically swaying sea grass, I spot Javier sitting on a blanket facing the ocean. I run as fast as my scrawny legs, the unforgiving sand, and the angry wind will allow. When I reach him, I collapse, throwing my arms around his neck and burying my face into his shoulder, hot tears streaming down my cheeks.

				He wraps an arm around me and tips my chin up. His eyes are narrow and full of worry.

				“What is it, Eva?” he asks, furrowing his brows.  

				I suck in a deep breath. “We’re moving back to the States!” It takes every last bit of air I have left to get the words out over my sobs. I gulp another breath, and the salty air stings my lungs.

				“What? When?” His face crumples and his black eyes glisten in the moonlight.

				“Dad got transferred back to DC. We leave in a month.” I’m inconsolable. I press my face against his chest and sob uncontrollably. Javier pulls me closer, resting his chin on my head.

			

			
				“Sshhh, Corazón. It’ll be okay, I promise,” he whispers into my ear. “This changes nothing about the way I feel. In just a year, you will graduate, and we can be together again.”

				“A whole year. This isn’t happening!” My chest caves in on me, and I feel like I’m dying. Then I realize that I’m holding my breath, so I gulp in more air, but it goes to my belly instead of my lungs, causing me to dry heave. I double over, holding my stomach. My long curls fall forward, adhering to the tears on my face and forming a sticky, tangled mess.

				“Eva!” Javier says, shaking me slightly, “You’ve got to calm down. It won’t do either of us any good if I end up having to take you to the hospital tonight. How would we explain it to your father?”

				“I don’t care!” I snap back, yanking strands of tear-soaked hair off my face. “It would serve him right for doing this to me!” 

				Javier sighs in exasperation. “Eva, it doesn’t mean we will never see each other again. We just have to be patient.” He puts a hand to my cheek. “I will do everything I can to come visit you there.”

				Suddenly, I have a brilliant idea. Why hadn’t I thought of it sooner? I sit up on my knees facing him, placing my hands on either side of his face. “Come with me, Javi.”

				“Where?” His brows furrow and confusion darkens his face. I tilt my head and give him a come on look. “To DC?” 

				I merely nod, a self-satisfied smile turning up the corners of my mouth.

				He whispers, “You know I can’t.”

				“Why not?” I demand.

				“For one thing, I don’t think your father would go for it.” He looks at me with soft eyes. “For another, there’s nothing in DC for me.”

				“I’ll be there.” I deflate, knowing he’s right.

				“And that’s reason enough, Corazón, trust me.” He leans in and kisses first my closed right eye, then the left. He adds in a hushed, apologetic voice, “But you know it’s not what’s best for either of us.”

				I nod and sit down next to him. I watch as black waves, fueled by the wind, roll onto the beach. The waves spread out in all directions in the sand just a few feet from where we sit, and then retreat back into the dark, churning mass of the Atlantic Ocean. I’m pretty sure a storm is on its way from somewhere off in the unknown distance. I shudder against the cold night air, and Javier hugs me closer to him. I feel him reach into the inside pocket of his leather motorcycle jacket. He grabs my right wrist, gently turns over my hand, and places a black box into my palm.

				“What’s this?” I ask, closing my fingers around its luxurious velvet.

				“A small token of my love. Open it.” He smiles.

				I open the box and find inside a huge, heart-shaped diamond sparkling in the silver-white moonlight. Javier laughs and places a hand under my chin to close my gaping mouth. I take the ring out of the box and inspect it closer. An engraving on the inside reads:

				J & E, Amor Por Siempre y Siempre. 

				Love forever and always. I’m momentarily rendered speechless as my mind races with the possibilities of the gift’s significance.

				“Is it—” I start, unable to take my eyes off the inscription.

			

			
				“No, Corazón.” He tilts my chin up, holding my eyes with his. “It’s a promise ring. A symbol of a vow I’m making to you tonight.” He takes the ring and places it on my right-hand ring finger. By some miracle, the fit is perfect.

				“What promise is that?” I ask with a smile.

				“I promise to always love you, Eva. I will always keep you in my heart, no matter what happens, no matter the distance between us.” He lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses the ring on my finger. “This ring represents my heart, and you will always have my heart, for as long as you want it.”

				To say I melt is an understatement. I jump into his arms, and he falls back on the blanket. I straddle him in an instant, planting kisses all over his handsome face. He raises his shoulders up off the blanket, catching my lips with his. I savor his sweet taste, a mix of salt and peppermint. He wraps his arms around my waist, moving his hands under my shirt and up my back. He pulls my chest down flush with his. My entire body delights at the sensation of his hands on the bare skin of my back. The impossibly thick mess of curls attached to my head whip furiously in the wind around us, and he laughs as he tries to push my hair aside. Finally, our eyes meet.

				“Eres la más bonita chica en el mundo,” he says, tucking strands of hair behind my ears. He knows how much speaking to me in Spanish turns me inside out. It’s not so much the language itself, as it is the way it sounds coming out of his mouth, the way his lips move. That’s why I watch those lips so intently when he speaks.

				We spend a few seconds in silence as I contemplate the consequences of what I’m about to do. “Let’s get out of here,” I say.

				“Are you sure?” He looks up at me through thick, black lashes, eyes full of surprise. A wicked grin slowly spreads across his face, which is all the confirmation I need to justify my own intentions. There’s only one thing I can do to prove my love for him, and I’m ready to do it.

				“I’ve never been so sure about anything in my entire life,” I say, my heart beating so fast I think it might explode through my chest. “Now, let’s go.”

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 2

				“I can’t believe you snuck out again with him last night, Evie!” Coralea tosses her head to the side in her usual display of disbelief and judgment. Cora may be my best friend, but she’s also my biggest critic. She’s half Filipino and half Irish, but she’s inherited the better part of her physical characteristics from her Filipino mother. As for her height, she’s “one pair of stilettos” shy of five feet tall, although she always insists she’s five-two. She has coarse, black hair that falls in ringlets to the middle of her back, fleshy cheekbones, and a protruding belly that doesn’t discourage her from wearing the more revealing clothing popular during the humid Spanish summers.

				“Now what would’ve happened if your dad had caught you scurrying back up the trellis like some kind of freaky, overgrown, red-headed, woodland creature? You might’ve gotten shot!”

				“Well, I didn’t,” I sigh. Her drama is near unbearable, and I’m starting to regret even telling her about my little unplanned adventure.

				“Thank the sweet baby Jesus.” She makes a big production of signing the cross over herself, which makes me laugh under my breath. Cora takes her Catholicism seriously, and she probably is the most pious teenager I know. But her arsenal of non-swear swear words would make a nun blush—or lob an eraser at her head. “Now what the Mary and Joseph were you doing out after midnight with the hot Spaniard, anyway? My mom always says nothing good ever goes on after midnight—especially between teenagers.”

				“We went back to his place in Cádiz.” I flash a wicked grin at her. “And trust me, it was good—”

				“Stop!” she wails, clamping her hands over her ears and squeezing her eyes shut. “I don’t know if I wanna hear this. Oh, sweet Mary, my virgin ears!”

				“Coralea, be quiet! Your mom might hear!” I hiss, pulling her arms down. Cora’s family lives in a two-bedroom condo with paper-thin walls on the northern border of Rota. Her mom is in the kitchen listening to the Beatles’ Revolver and making lumpia for us. “Don’t  worry, your sainthood will remain intact. We only made out and talked a lot. My God, who do you think I am?”

				“Well, I wouldn’t think that, if I didn’t know how crazy you are about him.”

				I glare at her, but I don’t argue. There is truth in her statement. “I want to show you something,” I tell her.

				“What?” she asks, raising her right eyebrow and taking a step back.

				I cross the tiny room in a few steps and lock the door. I turn back to Cora, whose face is pinched in a look of uncertainty.

				“I have a feeling I’m not gonna like this,” she says in a sing-song voice.

				“Cora, just keep your voice down, okay?”

				“Fine.” She folds her arms across her chest.

				I pull my sweatpants down on my right hip and carefully remove the white bandage from my painfully swollen skin, grimacing with each tug at the tape. Cora gasps, eyes wide, and smacks her right hand over her mouth. Her gaze flicks from my hip, to my face, then back to my hip. After a few moments of silence, she lowers her hand from her mouth.

			

			
				“Cora, I—”

				“Holy Mary Mother of God! What on earth were you thinking?” Her voice is three octaves above a scream, and her eyes are wide with disbelief. 

				“Sssh!” I plead, putting a finger to her mouth. “Cora, please, let me explain.”

				“Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod! Your dad is gonna kill you!” she says, panicking. “Then when my dad finds out, he’s gonna kill me for having such a skank for a friend!”

				“Cora!” I shake her by the shoulders, rather roughly, because I’m beyond exasperated with her. “You’re going to hyperventilate.” 

				She has passed out from anxiety attacks twice before, once in the middle of a Spanish oral exam—not a pretty sight. She had a goose egg on her forehead for a month from smacking her head on the desk when she face-planted. Plus, she had to go to the hospital for a head CT scan, because she was knocked out for a few minutes and they feared a concussion.

				“Oh, sorry, no offense, Evie, but I’m just sayin’,” she stammers, calming down for a moment. “I mean, are you insane? You do realize it’s permanent, right?”

				I turn and look in the mirror hanging over her dresser. The strawberry-sized, red heart encircling the black Old English letter J stands out against my pale skin like a knotted-up bruise, halfway between my hip and my belly button. I’m definitely not going to be able to wear a bikini around my family for the rest of the summer. I turn and sit down on the bed, a flash of pain shooting up my side as the waistband of my pants rubs against the still-raw tattoo.

				“Where did you even get that tat done? You’re not eighteen yet.”

				“There’s no minimum age law here,” I shrug. “Besides, we went to Javier’s friend’s parlor. He had a matching one done.”

				“He got a tattoo of a J on a heart?” By the dumbfounded look on her face, I realize she’s serious.

				“Um, no. An E, Cora.” I sigh, with a roll of my eyes. “You know, E for Evie. And it’s over his heart, on his chest.”

				“Well, how should I know?” She throws her hands up in the air. They land back down on her hips as she takes her familiar authoritative stance—weight on the right hip, left foot extended out. “How are you gonna explain that to Nash?”

				“I’m not going to explain anything to him,” I say and give her a warning look. “And neither are you, Coralea.”

				“Please, Evie, like I would ever rat you out to your dad,” she says with an offended frown. 

				“I would hope not.”

				“What did you do when you went to his condo? Something must’ve happened to make you think getting his initial stamped permanently on your body was a good idea.”

				“Something happened before we went to the condo.” I reach into my pants pocket and pull out the diamond ring I’ve been hiding from my family. I place it back on my right ring finger and hold it up to Cora’s face. Her round jaw drops immediately, eyes bugging out of her tiny face.

			

			
				“Oh my God! You’re engaged!” She slaps her hand over her mouth as disbelief crosses her face. She drops her hand and a curious expression takes over her mocha colored features. “Wait, you’re engaged? You’re too young!”

				“No, it’s not an engagement ring. It’s a promise ring.”

				“I’ve never seen a two-carat promise ring before,” she says, tugging my hand up for a closer inspection. “Yep, that’s an engagement ring.”

				“Cora, he did not ask me to marry him.” I jerk my hand away from her.

				“Okay, whatever.” She plops down on the bed next to me.

				“Getting the tattoo done was the only way I could show him how much I love him.” I add with a sigh, “I realize it probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do now, but it was all I had. He wouldn’t let me, you know, give myself to him, so—”

				“Hold it right there! You offered to do the dirty deed, and he didn’t want to?” She sounds skeptical. “He is straight, right? I mean, what guy says no to a hot chick? That’s just weird.”

				I shrug. “He’s just that way, Cora. He’s a gentleman.”

				“Yeah, right. He’s probably one of those guys who will only marry a virgin.” Her eyes widen. “That’s what it is! He wants to keep you pure so he can marry a virgin!”

				“Okay,” I respond, summoning all the patience I have left in my sleep-deprived body, “first of all, stop talking about marriage. That was not discussed.” 

				Really, I just want her to shut up about marriage, so I can deny to myself that it’s what I want for us. I need to banish that thought from my mind completely—for now anyway. 

				“Second of all,” I say, “I’m underage, so—”

				“Oh right, that makes more sense.” She slowly nods her head, as if it’s all finally coming together for her. “What are you going to do about Javier now that you have to move back to the States?”

				“What do you mean, what am I going to do with him?”

				“Well, let me spell it out for you: six-foot tall, black hair, black eyes, eight-pack abs, sharp cheekbones, and a killer smile. You must know that other girls are gonna be all over him.” She shrugs nonchalantly. “You don’t really think that a tattoo of some girl’s initial is going to keep them off him, do you?”

				I can’t say anything for a few minutes. Instead, I sit facing her, jaw slacked, eyes wide. She’s knocked the wind out of me with that question. No, I hadn’t thought about that. What am I going to do?

				“I don’t know what to say to that, Cora,” I finally answer with a little more bite in my voice than what I wanted to convey. I want her to think I’m completely confident in Javier; but the truth is, she’s right. Girls can’t help but find him irresistible, and with me out of the picture, two thousand miles away and probably out of mind, why couldn’t something, or someone, come between us? “I guess I’m just going to have to trust him,” I conclude, as if saying the words aloud would somehow make him trustworthy.

				“Wow,” she says, shaking her head and giving me a “you’re pathetic” face. She’s infamous for making people feel two-feet tall with that face.

			

			
				“That’s the best I can do.” I shrug, but I’m not feeling convinced —at all. “We’re going to talk often, and he said he’ll come visit me in DC as much as he can.”

				“You know what I think, Evie?”

				“Well, no; and I don’t think I really care what you think, Cora. But I’m pretty sure I’m going to hear it anyway.” 

				“Well, you’re right about that. I think you should just break up with him. Just make a clean break.” She makes a ridiculous karate-chop motion with her hands for emphasis.

				“What? Why?” I am stunned. Where is she going with this absurdity?

				“So you don’t get hurt, Evie. I don’t want you to get hurt. I have a really bad feeling about all this, and you know we Filipinos are psychic, for the most part.” 

				“I know you Filipinos are superstitious!” I say. Cora nods and shrugs with a you got me there expression. “Jesus Christ, Cora, you’re not making me feel any better about moving, and I am not breaking up with Javier. Nothing you say could ever make me think that breaking up is the answer to what is happening to us.” My voice cracks with the emotion I’m failing to hide. Dammit.

				“Okay, okay!” she sighs, swiping her hands over her face in a display of exasperation that I often see from her mother after she receives Cora’s grades. “Sorry. I guess I’ll just have to be your eyes and ears here in Spain. I’ll keep you updated on what’s going on with him.” 

				I give her my no way in hell look. 

				“Yes, I insist, Evangeline Sweeney!” Her voice is uncharacteristically authoritative, and I know I’ll not win this argument.

				“Fine,” I concede, mostly out of self-preservation. My ears cannot take much more of her screeching. “But there’s a condition: absolutely no spying on him or stalking him. If you happen to see him out and about, then fine. But I don’t want you following him around and actively trying to dig up incriminating stuff on him. Got it?”

				“Why do you have to be such a buzz-kill?” she frowns. “I have very few talents in this life. One of them is singing, as you well know. The other is snooping, as you may or may not know. You are denying me the basic human right to express my God-given gifts, which I’m sure is some form of Cardinal Sin when you consider how amazing said gifts are.”

				“I mean it, Cora!” I try to be severe, but it’s a difficult task with her. She looks like an Asian cherub with her baby-soft face and round belly, but then she opens her mouth and destroys all illusions. “If you’re going to stalk Javier, then I won’t take your calls. It’s as simple as that.”

				“What? You’d do that?”

				“Yes, you better believe I would.”

				“Fine.”

				“Fine what?”

				“Fine, I won’t spy on him or do any snooping. Okay? Satisfied?” she says, sticking out her lower lip in a bratty pout that only shows itself when she’s feeling particularly put-upon.

				“Yes, thank you,” I smile and wrap an arm around her. “We should be planning out the last month we have to spend together instead of fighting.”

				“I’m probably going to have to share you with the Spaniard, right?” she asks with an even more pronounced scowl. 

			

			
				“Stop with the pout, Cora. It only works on your parents and love-struck underclassmen. Okay?” I laugh.

				“True that,” Cora shrugs, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. She does have her fair share of freshmen admirers.

				“Besides, we have the rest of the week to spend together. Javi’s in Italy visiting his mother.”

				“For how long?” She gives me one of those expressions that she typically reserves for the algebraic linear equations Mr. Smelts likes to spring on us at eight a.m. I know I’m in for it.

				“Until next Monday. Why?” I ask, guarded.

				“It’s odd, is all,” Cora says, but I can see the wheels turning in her perplexed little head.

				“Why?”

				“Because he knows he only has a few short weeks left with you. Instead of spending every minute possible together, he jets off to Italy to vacay with his mother?” She furrows her brow. “There’s just something wrong with that. I mean, he can visit her anytime he wants.” 

				“He was planning to visit when we met last fall, but kept putting it off to spend time with me. I don’t think it’s a big deal, Cora.” But I lie. I’m more than a little hurt by his decision. I mean, why does he just have to visit his mom now? He’s been putting it off for months—what are a few more weeks?

				Suddenly, there’s a rattling noise at the door as Cora’s mother, Ludi, attempts to enter the room.

				“Cor-wah-lee! Eee-bee! Wha yew do derh? Yew whan da loom-pee-ah?” she screeches in her pixie voice from the other side of the door. Cora and I look at each other and snicker under our breath at Ludi’s thick accent. There’s no doubt in my mind where Cora gets her nails-on-a-chalkboard voice.

				“Mom, we’ll be right there!” Cora hollers back, although I think she could’ve used her normal voice and been heard just fine through the hollow door. She turns back to me and says, “Let’s go, I’m starving. We can talk about this later.” She swings her legs over the bed.

				“There’s nothing left to discuss, other than what we’re going to be doing over the next four weeks,” I say, cutting off any further dissection of my love life. It’s really starting to become uncomfortable because I feel as though I’m betraying Javier’s trust.

				“Whatever you say, Evie.” Cora’s weak smile indicates that she’s simply placating me. She adds, inhaling a deep breath, “Banana lumpia is calling me, anyway.” 

				I follow her out the door into the wafting aroma of fried bananas, which is enticing enough to make me forget my troubles—for the moment, anyway.

				***


				After the longest week in the history of weeks, I’m finally getting to see Javier. We meet at Las Flores Café, and immediately I notice something different about him. His hair is cropped down close to his scalp in the traditional jar-head Marine cut. He’s still handsome as ever . . . he just looks so darn grown up and official.

				“I thought I’d never see you again, stranger,” I say, giving him a peck on the cheek as I take a seat at our usual table by the café window. 

				“I know. I’m sorry I didn’t call you, Corazón.” He takes my hand and rubs my palm with his, an act I find incredibly intimate. “I was busy dealing with family business there. My grandfather is not doing well. He is very sick and on dialysis in the hospital.”

			

			
				Gulp. Do I ever feel like a selfish jerk.

				“I’m so sorry to hear that, Javi.” I try to give him a reassuring smile, but I’m quite sure my mortification at being such a self-centered brat shows right through to my face. “Don’t worry, Coralea kept me busy and entertained, so much so that I almost forgot you were gone.”

				“Really?” he asks, tilting his head, an expression of disbelief on his face.

				“Nah, just kidding. Of course I knew you were gone!” I laugh.

				“I see you’re still wearing the ring.” Javi nods toward the diamond on my right hand.

				“Of course. I’m never taking it off. Ever,” I say, placing my left hand protectively over it. “And you can’t have it back, either!” I’m trying to joke with him, but for some reason it comes out of my mouth sounding a little too fierce.

				“I don’t want it back, Eva,” he says, his tone solemn. “I told you that you have my heart forever, and I meant it. If you find that you no longer want the ring, then I want you to throw it into the ocean, because I’d no longer want it, either.”

				“Why are you saying that?” He seems worried, and for some reason, it scares me. What is going on with him?

				He moves his chair next to mine and places along, lean arm around me, snuggling his face into my neck. “I never want to lose you, Corazón. I want to be with you forever,” he says, kissing the bare skin on my shoulder. “Being away from you last week killed me.”

				“Then come with me to DC,” I whisper, kissing his forehead. “You could go to college there and rent a condo close to me. My dad can’t say anything if you’re going to school.” I try to reason with him, to make him see things my way. Over the last week, I’ve daydreamed of a hundred different scenarios, all of which involve Javier moving to DC to be close to me.

				“Trust me, Eva, I want that more than anything, but I can’t.” One look in his tormented eyes confirms that he’s telling me the truth. I let out a long sigh.

				“I know. A girl can’t help but dream,” I say, trying to smile and failing miserably. The more I think about it, the more I realize that he’s right. It just isn’t the time for us, but acknowledging that fact doesn’t make it any easier to accept. “Guess I’m just selfish.”

				“I don’t think so,” he says, biting his lip. “I think you’re a girl in love.” 

				It’s more of a question than a statement. But how could he question my love for him? Most of our time together is spent with me confessing my affection for him—and showing him in more ways than one.

				“I think you’re right,” I murmur, leaning into him. Our lips touch lightly for a moment, and I feel his mouth turn up in a smile beneath mine, which sends a maddening rush of heat through me. I pull him closer by the back of the neck and kiss him with more urgency.

				He nuzzles his nose against my hair, kissing my earlobe. “I want you so badly, Corazón,” he whispers, his breath hot against my ear, and I don’t know how much more of this longing I can stand.

				“Let’s go,” I plead, looking into his eyes and placing a firm hand on his knee. He’d have to be an idiot not to get the message, and my Javier is no idiot.

			

			
				“Eva,” he whispers with a wistful smile, shaking his head no.

				“I’m serious, Javi.” I try to stare him down, but I don’t feel like the dominant one in the relationship—he has all the power, and he knows it. Why must he insist on torturing me so? Doesn’t he recognize the desire in my eyes? Can’t he feel it in my touch?

				“I don’t want you doing anything you’re going to regret a few months from now, Corazón.” He brushes a curl off my cheek and replaces it with a gentle kiss.

				“Javi, I would never regret being with you. I want to be with you, more than anything.” How could I prove my devotion to him? Maybe he’s the one worried about having regrets. “I thought you wanted me, too,” I say, and I feel increasingly desperate for him.

				“You’ll see that I’m right. It might take awhile, but you will.” He hugs me against his chest, and I inhale his sweet scent. “One day we will be together again, and the time will be right, I promise you, Corazón.”

				“Hey, why don’t you two get a freakin’ room? I’m about to puke over here.” We follow the voice to Lane Bradley, a senior at the American School, who is sitting a few tables over with some freshmen girls. Lane is the son of a Rear Admiral, which he never lets anyone forget, but he’s really just a big, dumb redneck from Kentucky. The corners of his mouth are turned up in a smart-ass smirk as he glares at Javier, taunting him into a confrontation. The girls seated with him are snickering and whispering to each other, obviously enjoying the show.

				“Why don’t you mind your own business?” Javier growls, but his dark eyes light up like it’s Christmas morning.

				“You gonna make me, pretty boy?” Lane scoffs. Javier’s eyes narrow, and a muscle in his neck twitches, but he remains silent. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” Lane turns to the girls and adds for good measure, “Who knew Evie Sweeney was such a ’ho? I always thought she was a prude.”

				Javier slams his palms flat on the café table and in one swift motion, stands up and pushes the chair out from beneath him with the back of his legs, which causes an unnerving screeching of metal against the tiled floor. I jump about a foot off my chair at the sound, and everyone in the busy café turns with wide eyes to gawk at us. Javier maneuvers around me and toward Lane. I’m almost too shocked to react at first, but as he brushes past me, I grab his right arm and hold on.

				“What are you doing?” I hiss at him under my breath.

				“I’m going to teach that little punk some manners, Eva. Stay here,” he says with a calmness that’s frightening. He shrugs loose of my grip and strides across the room toward Lane. He’s about to assault an underage American. Every drunken US sailor in Rota with revenge on his mind will be out looking for him tomorrow night. I jump up from my seat and slam my own hands down on the table as hard as I can. Ouch.

				“Javier, stop!” I shout. “I’m leaving right now, and you’re going to be sorry if you don’t come with me.” Although my voice was cracking, I’m hoping against hope that I sounded harsh enough that he’ll take my threat seriously.

				Javier stops about halfway to the idiotically smirking Lane Bradley—man, is he asking for it—and turns back toward me. His icy-hard expression melts away, and his eyes become soft again as they search my face. 

			

			
				“As you wish, Corazón.” The right corner of his mouth tips up in a half-smile. He saunters back over, keeping his eyes focused on me. He pulls me up to him and gives me a kiss I won’t soon forget, our eyes connecting the entire time. He nods toward the door, “Let’s get out of here.”

				I exhale loudly, for more reasons than one. I then realize that everyone in the café is watching us with curious eyes, and it gives me the creeps. I grab my purse, and Javier leads me toward the entrance by my elbow. As we’re about to open the door, a twenty-something woman sidesteps into Javier’s path.

				“Perdóname, Señor, but aren’t you—” the stunning blonde with a Russian accent begins, but Javier cuts her off immediately.

				“No, you’ve got me confused with someone else,” he says, opening the door and leading me out. I frown at his rudeness.

				“How did you know what she was going to ask?” 

				“I get mistaken all the time for this other guy. Maybe he’s my long-lost twin.” Javier shrugs.

				“Weird.” Yeah, there is something odd going on. I’ve never seen him as furious as he was with Lane. His behavior was so out of character for him. He’s typically gentle-natured, not someone whose temper gets the best of him. I am completely baffled and ask, “Are you okay?”

				“Sí, Eva. No te preocupas. Please don’t worry about it.” He opens the car door for me. “I’m just on edge about you leaving, as are you.”

				I completely understand what he means, so I guess I can understand why he’s acting the way he is.

				“Do you want to go back to my condo?”

				“Really? You have to ask?” I laugh, and Javier shrugs, amused.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 3

				The three weeks I had left to spend in Spain pass by quickly enough, until I find that it is my final day in Rota. Javier filled those last weeks with memorable trips to places I had yet to visit: touring La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, shopping the open-air markets of Alhambra, lying on the beach during the day, and dancing in the discothèques at night on the Balearic Islands—Ibiza being my favorite. He has one more trip planned for us tonight, a jaunt down the Costa del Sol to Marbella—a beautiful seaside resort town dotted with white-washed buildings lined in fragrant wisteria. Marbella is the kind of town where celebrities and royalty idle their days away, lazing on the beach or partying on their yachts.

				My father did not object when I announced that Javier and I would be taking these trips, most of which required airplanes and overnight stays. Maybe Dad thought I would run away if he didn’t allow me to go, and he was just keeping his fingers crossed until we could finally leave for DC. When I informed him of our plans, his only reply was a stern, “Just be careful, Evie. And smart.” Translation? Don’t get knocked up. Little does he know that is not even within the realm of possibility for me, as Javier seems bent on keeping me a virgin—for now, anyway.

				Whatever Javier has planned for us tonight, he wants to surprise me. He only suggested that I bring a nice dress to wear, and of course something for the beach. I’m excited about spending the night with him again, but also apprehensive. I don’t know how I’m going to handle being alone with him one last time. Will I keep my composure, or end up a blubbering mess? The idea of losing Javier, either to distance or another girl’s convenient arms, is weighing heavily on me. He has what seems to be a million different reasons for us not to consummate our relationship, and I have only one for why we should: I love him—simple as that. 

				When you love someone as much as I love Javier, you want to be with him—no, a part of him—in every possible way. Kissing those soft, inviting lips is never enough to quell that hunger. If we could meld into one being, I think that would be a start. And although I don’t want to admit it to myself, I know that some wretchedly insecure part of my subconscious believes that by having sex with Javier, I can make him fall madly in love with me. I would bewitch him, so that he can’t possibly live a day without me. And if he can’t live without me, then perhaps my fantasy of him moving to DC will become reality. It’s a long shot, but it’s all I have.

				So, as I pack the pink-and-white designer suitcase Javier bought me to bring on our trips, I take three condoms from my jeans’ front pocket and hastily shove them into the underwear compartment inside the zippered top flap before one of the twins can walk in and catch me. Last week, after I told Coralea about my plan to seduce Javier, she brought me the condoms, which she had stolen out of her parent’s stash. Apparently, Cora’s parents are hell-bent on not having any more children—raising her had killed that desire for them—and they always have plenty of protection to ensure it never happens again. They stay the course, even though having the contraceptives goes against their Roman Catholic beliefs. They don’t bother hiding the paraphernalia from Cora, which I find incredibly odd for Catholic parents. Well, for any parents, actually.

			

			
				“These won’t be missed, trust me,” Cora said, handing them over to me. “It’s like my parents have their own adult bookstore in their bathroom. Gross!”

				“What do you mean, trust you? You’ve taken them before?” I was a little perplexed by her statement, mainly because I know Cora’s a virgin—and proud of it. What use would she have with condoms?

				“Yeah. I took some and practiced putting them on a banana.”

				“What?” I must’ve looked at her like she was crazy, because her lovely mocha skin turned crimson in a hot second.

				“Well, I want to be prepared if it ever happens.” She shrugged, giving me a face that said: drop it.

				What can I say? I took them and made Cora promise not to breathe a word of it to anyone. After all, I want to seduce him, not end up pregnant. Oh, what a nightmare that would be. Thank goodness Cora had enough foresight to steal them for me, because I, evidently, am completely clueless.

				Javier arrives at my front door promptly at nine o’clock in the morning. Dad has already left for the base, so I don’t have to worry about him drilling Javier for the details of our trip. In fact, that’s how I’d worked out all of our trips: Javi arriving after Dad goes to work. It’s just better for me that way. I couldn’t risk my dad seeing my face when Javi appears at the door bearing fresh-cut wild flowers and a mischievous grin. If Dad could’ve seen me, he’d know the truth: that I’m completely and undeniably in love with Javier. If he had witnessed my desperation and longing, then I’m certain he would’ve never allowed me to go anywhere unaccompanied with Javier, let alone on an overnight trip. A girl who is that possessed with her love would be willing to steal the moon from the sky, at the very least, to make him happy. Giving herself over to him wouldn’t cause so much as a second’s hesitation. I know that feeling of mad devotion. I know it all too well, thanks to Javier.

				Since our last trip is to Marbella on the Costa del Sol, we decide to travel the hour-and-a-half by car. Javier has his Uncle Rey’s Mercedes Benz on loan for the special occasion. He looks absolutely amazing today. His super-short haircut has grown out over the last three weeks into the familiar sleek style—longer on top, with straight, black wisps of hair grazing his forehead. He’s abandoned his usual uniform of jeans, t-shirt, black leather jacket, and Doc Martens motorcycle boots in favor of a white, gauzy-cotton, button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, khaki pants, and tan Sperry’s. The look is casually preppy, but somehow it fits him, and he seems quite at ease. He’s propped in the doorway in front of me, his right elbow resting on the doorframe, hand on his head, a playful grin stretching from ear to ear. He extends a bunch of flowers—wild sweet peas, lilacs, and daises—out to me with his left hand. I move to him and stand up on my toes to plant a kiss on his smiling lips. He wraps his left arm, and the flowers, around my back, drawing me closer. 

				“Hey, handsome, where’s Javier?” I joke, looking over his shoulder.

				“You like?” he asks, spreading out his arms and biting his bottom lip in that teasing way that drives me wild. A few of the sweet peas, my favorite flower, break at the stems and fall to the floor.

				“Give me those,” I bark, snatching the flowers out of his hand before he can ruin them all.

			

			
				“Those are for Winifred,” he replies in a serious tone.

				“Of course they are,” I deadpan, sticking my tongue out at him.

				“Don’t tease,” he says with a mischievous grin, and I shoot him a look.

				“Don’t you talk to me about teasing, mister,” I say, as I arrange the flowers in an empty vase on a nearby table.

				“Okay, sorry,” he says, flipping his palms up defensively. 

				“Are we going now, or are you going to stand there aggravating me all day?” I ask with a severe scowl, and then kiss him playfully to assure him I’m joking.

				“Vamos, Corazón. I’ve got big plans for us tonight. You’re going to love it.” He grabs my suitcase with one hand, my elbow with the other, and leads me out the door. “Don’t even try to pry it out of me. It’s a secret, and I’m really good at keeping secrets.”

				“Oh, boo!” I say laughing, but inside I’m dying. I want to make the next twenty-four hours stretch into forever. But I know my flight time, tomorrow at noon, will come too soon, and I’ll effectively be destroyed. I’m resigned to the fact that once that plane takes off from the airport, my entire world will come crashing down around me. I just hope I can hold it together in front of my family, especially my father. The last thing I want is for him to realize how serious I am about Javier, because if he knew, he would do everything in his power to keep us apart—of that much, I’m certain. 

				My dad’s plans for me definitely do not involve a serious relationship. He wants me to focus on school and college—and if I were to work hard enough, I could have a future in medicine. Little does he know that all I want is to be with Javier.  All I need is Javier. So I must keep cool. I can’t give Dad ammunition to keep us apart. I want Javier to be able to visit me in DC. And then once I graduate from high school, we will be together forever. Nothing can or will ever come between us again.

				We take our time on the drive, stopping to get pictures together along the breathtaking Southern Spanish coastline. It is a place known for its gloriously temperate Mediterranean weather and ancient white-washed bucolic towns rising up like jagged cliffs above the shore. I don’t know if it’s just because of Cora planting the seed in my mind, but I’m more acutely aware of how women react to Javier during the trip. Their faces light up and their body language becomes more sensual—and provocative—in his presence. I’ve never known jealousy before, but I guess this is what it feels like. I don’t like it one bit. 

				I try to ignore the knot in my stomach as a particularly beautiful Spanish girl offers to take our picture on a rocky beach near a small café stop. I try to ignore how she playfully brushes Javier’s arm when she hands his camera back to him. She gives me a perfunctory smile as we walk off, but she then whispers something to her equally gorgeous friend, and they both start laughing. Guess it’s something I’m just going to have to get used to while dating such a handsome man—all the female haters.

				We arrive at the Marbella city limits at noon. Javier drives the Benz convertible down a narrow road that follows along the shoreline for what seems like forever, finally coming to a stop in the parking lot of a marina. 

				“What is this place?” I ask, looking around and taking in the panoramic vistas of the Mediterranean Sea, which is a color of blue so deep and mesmerizing that I’m almost positive it doesn’t exist anywhere else in the natural world. The intense, high-noon sun sends brilliant, rhythmic flashes of dancing white light across the water’s surface, and I’m momentarily entranced by the ethereal beauty of it.

			

			
				“M-hmm,” Javier admonishes. “I said it was a secret. Don’t even try it.” I force my eyes away from the light show on the water and back to Javier, who’s exiting the car. He crosses over to my side and opens the door. “Now, I want you to cover your eyes with your hands.”

				“I won’t be able to see to walk, Javier,” I counter. “Last thing I need is a broken ankle.”

				Honestly, I hate surprises. I mean, there is so much expectation built into them for both the giver and the receiver. What if the receiver doesn’t like the surprise? The very definition of the word surprise indicates that it should be something incredible to warrant the giver making the effort to first conceal it, and to then reveal it at just the right time in order to evoke an extreme emotional response in the receiver. Turning something into a surprise could blow up in one’s face. So right then I decide, no matter what, to make myself like whatever it is he has for me, because I’m no actor. I’m as transparent as a plate glass window after a good scrubbing with Windex. Besides, I’ve liked every one of his surprises, the ring, and the trips . . . why should this one be any different?

				“Fine. I’ll carry you then,” he says, scooping me up into his arms. “Cover your eyes, Corazón.”

				“Javi, no! I’m too heavy for you to carry!” I protest, but squeal with laughter when he nuzzles his nose into my neck. 

				“You’re joking, right?” He breathes into my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. I have to admit, I feel completely safe in his arms. “You have to trust me and close those blue eyes now. I won’t take no for an answer.”

				“Okay,” I say, reluctantly following his command. After I close my eyes, he plants an unexpected, lingering kiss on my mouth, pulling me up tighter to him. I am struck with the contentment of feeling complete, like I’m home in the arms of my soul mate. I want to burst out crying from happiness, but I choke back the rising sob in my throat. The last thing I want is to ruin our final night together in Spain with my admitted tendency toward the melodramatic. I just want tonight to be perfect.

				“Hold on tight,” he whispers, and I eagerly oblige. Being enveloped in his strong arms makes me realize how truly solid he is. I can tell he’s been working out and filling out over the last few weeks. Javier doesn’t strike me as someone who would hang out in a gym trying to buff up, but it’s obvious in the marked firmness of his body that he’s been doing just that. He’s been acting so out of character lately, that I mentally add this to the list of recently noted odd behaviors. I guess I still have a lot to learn about my soul mate. 

				More than few minutes pass in which all I hear are the sounds of the ocean, sea gulls squawking, and Javier’s labored breathing. Finally, he lowers me down, warning me to keep my eyes closed. He releases me, and I hear his feet shuffling around, then a screeching sound, metal against metal, then some muffled laughter. Muffled laughter! We’re not alone? It’s all I can do to keep my eyes closed; I slap my hands over my face to force them into compliance. I stand there for what seems like an eternity, but in reality is probably only a few minutes.

				“Bueno, abre los ojos, Corazón,” Javier says with thinly veiled excitement in his voice. I hesitate, somewhat frightened by what I might find and what my reaction might be. “It’s okay, go ahead,” he adds with a musical laugh.

			

			
				I lower my hands first, keeping my eyes closed. I ease them open, and the first thing I see is Javier standing about twelve feet away next to a round table covered with a white tablecloth and place settings for two. His head is slightly bowed, and he’s looking up at me with that irresistible grin. He spreads his arms out, and his gauzy, white shirt billows around him in the salty breeze.

				“Surprise!” 

				I look to the right of the table. Three people are standing there, two men and a woman, all dressed in crisp, white uniforms. 

				“Welcome aboard the Maltese Falcon, Ms. Sweeney. We’re delighted to have you here and are at your service,” says a distinguished older man, tipping his captain’s hat at me.

				The realization that I’m on a super-sized, luxury sailing yacht takes a few minutes to sink in. I look around the huge expanse of deck and then up to the sky at the towering sail masts over our heads. Wait a minute; did he say THE Maltese Falcon? That was the name of the ship that my father told me about years ago. My dad had been guarding a certain head of state who was meeting with a sultan aboard the Maltese Falcon, which was moored in Monte Carlo at the time. My father was amazed at the wealth that would have been required to build a yacht of that size and opulence, and what it would cost just to operate it. His wistful voice echoed in my mind: 

				This ship is so luxurious that the owner can rent it out for hundreds of thousands of dollars for just one week’s use. That’s more than a lot of people make in their lifetime, Evie. There aren’t many people who will ever see the inside of that thing, because most people can’t afford to.


				And yet, here we are, standing on its deck. Javier seems a bit anxious, obviously waiting for my response and hoping this surprise will be up to my liking. It takes me a few moments to get over my initial shock and gather my thoughts, when it finally hits me: How on earth did he afford this? 

				I start to open my mouth to voice the question, when Javier pulls a chair out from the table and motions toward it. “Come sit, Eva.”

				I walk over to the table and take my seat. The young woman in the white uniform places a menu in front of me.

				“Señor de la Cruz has taken the liberty of choosing your favorite foods for the lunch menu, Ms. Sweeney.” 

				The woman with the French accent isn’t much older than I am, maybe nineteen or twenty, but a thousand times more beautiful thanks to her exotic looks: mocha colored skin, long, wavy black hair, and caramel-colored eyes. The shiny, gold metal name tag on her uniform informs me that her name is Marie. 

				“Thank you, Marie. Please call me Evie, though.” I smile up at her.

				The other uniformed man approaches the table and pours a glass of red wine for Javier. He tilts the bottle toward my glass, but I quickly place my hand over the cusp before he can pour. 

				“Water for me only, please.Solamente el agua, por favor.”

				“Of course, mademoiselle.” His French accent is even thicker than Marie’s. His name tag reads Jean-Luc, and he’s at least six-foot-five and dangerously thin for his height. His sandy-blond hair is cropped short, and I catch a glimpse of his striking, gray eyes as he lowers his head in a curt bow.

			

			
				“Miss Sweeney, Marie will be happy to take you on a tour of the Falcon after lunch,” the captain says in a Northeastern American accent—is it Maine?—as he approaches the table. He’s a slight man with silver hair and piercing, blue eyes that turn down at the corners. The lines on his weathered face are deep and numerous, likely the result of decades of exposure to the harsh elements at sea.

				“That won’t be necessary, Roman,” Javier interjects. “I can take her on a tour myself.”

				The captain nods toward Javier. “Very well.”

				“Leave us now, please,” Javier says in an authoritative tone. I watch as the three crew members disappear down a staircase to what I assume is the cabin below deck. I turn my attention back to Javier, who is beaming at me like he’s just pulled off the surprise of the century. I think I’d have to agree.

				“What’s going on here?” I ask, my voice spiked with suspicion.

				“What do you mean?” he says, defensively. “We’re spending the night on the Maltese Falcon.”

				“Yes, I can see that,” I say. “I know what the Falcon is. I never told you this because I’ve never had a reason to, but my father has toured this ship before, several years ago when he was in Special Ops. He told me all about it.”

				“That’s cool. So you can both talk about it now.” He shrugs and takes a sip of wine. “So what is the problem? I thought you’d enjoy it, being that you’re a sailor’s daughter.”

				“Well, my father also told me that it costs hundreds of thousands of dollars to rent this thing for a week—” I hesitate, not sure if I really want to go where I’m headed with this conversation. For some reason, Grandma Winnie’s snide voice echoes in my head, repeating the old adage she always uses to describe the terminally clueless: ignorance is bliss. But why is that coming to mind now?

				“And?” He looks and sounds annoyed, which takes me by surprise. Javier has never lost his patience with me. I’m definitely seeing a different side of him—I imagine it’s the same side that caused him to go after Lane Bradley in the café. 

				“And . . . honestly, I was just wondering how you could afford it. That’s all.” I add quickly in my defense, “And I don’t think it’s an unfair question to ask, given the circumstances.”

				“What circumstances would those be, Evangeline?” He sighs, clearly over this conversation, and I’m taken aback by his use of my proper name. He has never done that before. I’d better tread lightly.

				“Well, we’ve done a lot of traveling and staying in nice hotels over the last few weeks. And now this?” I furrow my brow, concentrating on the memories of all the fine hotels and expensive, five-star restaurants. I don’t know why this thought hasn’t occurred to me sooner. I mean, Javier doesn’t have a job, at least not one that he’s mentioned. Suddenly, the idea that he could be into something illegal—drug dealing, arms dealing, whatever dealing—pops into my mind, and I have to shake my head to dismiss the histrionic thoughts. “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.”

				“There is something I’m not telling you.” He places his wine glass down on the table, leans in toward me with a conspiratorial look on his face and whispers, “Something quite important.”

				I inhale a sharp breath and hold it, positive I’m not going to like what I’m about to hear.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 4

				“Relax, Corazón,” Javier laughs. I glare back at him, which sends his hands up over his face in a defensive move. “I have a rich uncle, okay? What? Did you think I was a drug dealer or something?”

				“What? No!” I lie. “Who? Uncle Rey?” It seems strange he’s never mentioned that little detail before. 

				“Yes. He bought up tons of real estate in the western US in the early nineteen-nineties, mostly in California and Nevada, and then sold it right before the housing bubble burst. Lucky bastard made tens of millions,” he says, “and because he has no children, I get to benefit from his good fortune.”

				“So for you, he rented the Maltese Falcon? Must be one generous guy, or else he loves you a whole lot.” My voice was saturated with skepticism.

				“Oh, no, no.” Javier shakes his head, laughing. “He leased it for his honeymoon to his third wife. They flew to Barcelona this morning on a last-minute business trip and won’t be back until tomorrow afternoon when they plan to sail it to Turkey. He was kind enough to offer it to me for the night, because it’s chartered for the entire week.”

				“Oh” is all I can say. I plant my elbows on the table to hide my face in my hands. My cheeks seldom burn red from anything other than utter embarrassment, but in this particular case, they’re on fire from utter shame. How could I be so rude and distrusting of Javier? He’s never given me any reason not to trust him. Since the first day I met him, he’s done nothing but try to make me happy. I think I’ve just proven to both of us that I’m not ready or mature enough for a serious relationship.

				“What’s the matter, Corazón?” Javi asks, but I refuse to look at him. He grabs my wrist from across the table and gently tugs me toward him. “Come here.” I rise up and move to him, keeping my gaze on the polished mahogany deck. He twirls me around and pulls me down on his lap. I drape my arms around his shoulders and bury my face into his neck. He kisses my ear and whispers, “What is it, Eva? Tell me. Please.”

				“I think I’m just acting crazy, because I’m afraid you’re going to forget about me and meet someone else after I leave.” There, I’ve said it. It’s finally out in the open. No matter how immature that statement sounded, it is how I’m feeling. I’m so overwhelmed that I can’t hold back the tears.

				“Eva, look at me.” When I shake my head no, he cups my chin in his hand and tilts my face up, but I refuse to look at him. “Open your eyes. I want to tell you something,” he says so sternly that I immediately obey the command and open them. His soft, black eyes are just inches from mine, filling my field of vision. He says in a quiet, pointed voice, “Evangeline, I don’t want anyone else but you. I love no one else but you. I will wait forever for you. Do you understand me?”

				Gulp! What am I supposed to say back? Because of the intensely pleading look on his face and the sincerity in his voice, I have no other choice than to believe that he’s as completely and totally in love with me as I am with him. My affirmation is a deep kiss, my lips moving forcefully over his. I wish more than anything that somehow our bodies could be closer than they already are, but there is only one way to truly accomplish that feat. I begin to unbutton his shirt as I continue to devour his sweet mouth with mine. I pull myself as close to him as possible by wrapping my left arm around his neck and continue working on the buttons with my right hand, momentarily distracted by how quickly I can work away at the shirt one-handed. After a moment, his hand wraps around my right wrist, pulling it away.

			

			
				“Amor, stop,” he breathes.

				“No, Javier.” I continue my assault on his lips. He grabs my face in both of his hands and kisses me back. I feel his tongue move over mine, sending a tingle shooting out to numb my mind and warm me in places that I’ve never known could feel so alive. I feel his resolve begin to deteriorate in this kiss, as his hands move over parts of me they have never before explored. My body begins to contort and move in unfamiliar and exhilarating ways, my lips never parting from his. Waves of desire and pleasure roll over me so quickly and urgently that a sound of pure exhilaration somehow manages to escape me, even though my lips are completely engrossed in Javier’s. With this sound, I feel his muscles go tense underneath me as he begins kissing me back with as much fervency, his head turning from side to side as his lips move rhythmically over mine. My mind goes delirious with the idea that this moment is going to end in the way I have dreamed of for months now: with us entwined in each other’s arms in bed.

				It’s not to be, however, because a shrill bell ringing next to my ear abruptly breaks us apart.

				“What the—” I snap my head around with what I can only imagine must be the most frighteningly murderous expression on my face, because that’s exactly what I’m thinking about whoever is holding that damn bell—I’m going to kill you! Jean-Luc is standing there with only the slightest hint of fear visible on his face. Mission unaccomplished.

				“Ahem,” he clears his throat and places a plate of diced fruit and Greek yogurt on the table. “Lunch is served, mademoiselle.”

				“Leave us, Jean-Luc!” I bark at him and turn back to Javier, who looks completely bewildered. I don’t know why Javier looks so confused—we’re finally getting somewhere. I look down and realize that I’m straddling him, his shirt is ripped open—so much for my smooth, one-handed unbuttoning skills—and my dress is a crumpled mess on the deck floor. What? Yes, I’m sitting here in just my bra and lace panties. How on earth that happened, I have no idea. I was too preoccupied with Javier’s mouth to notice he’d somehow gotten the dress off me. 

				I snap my head back up to Jean-Luc, who points across the marina to a yacht full of young men, all with binoculars pointed directly at me. When they realize they’ve been caught, they all start whooping and hollering in what sounds like Italian. I shriek and bury my face in Javier’s chest.

				“Oh my God!”

				“Jean-Luc, bring me a beach towel,” Javier says calmly. Soon I feel its softness wrap around my shoulders and drape down my back. “I’m sorry, Corazón. I got carried away. I don’t know what came over me. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

				“Well, maybe just not in public?” I say with a hopeful voice. 

				“Come on, let’s get you dressed,” Javier laughs and lifts me off his lap. “Jean-Luc, please retrieve Eva’s bag from the car and bring it to our quarters.”

			

			
				“Oui, monsieur.” 

				Our quarters? On previous trips, we had stayed in separate rooms at Javier’s insistence. But tonight we’re sharing a room? This day is already starting to look up for me. I smile triumphantly. 

				“How about that tour while we wait on your bag?”

				“Sure, why not?”

				Javier takes my hand and leads me below deck. We descend curved stairs to the atrium, then pass through the bar to the dining room. We descend more stairs to the lower deck and walk down a narrow hallway, stopping at the end. Staring at me with dark eyes, Javier opens the door. 

				“This is our room for the night,” he says with a hint of promise in his voice.

				I enter the enormous space and instinctively go to sit on the Swedish-style bed, pulling my legs up under me. I lean back on my elbows and give Javier my best come-hither look, but I feel ridiculous, so I know I have to look it.

				“Now, Eva, we have other things to do today,” Javier scolds, but his lip quivers as he fights to hold back a smile.

				“Like what? I just want to stay here with you all day.”

				“Like sightseeing and sunning on the beach. We have all night to hang out in here,” he says and nods toward the bed. “Besides, what are you going to do on a twelve-hour flight but sleep?”

				“Fine, I’ll go along with that, but on one condition—” I say, sitting up on my knees. Javier raises his eyebrows as he walks toward me. He grabs the knot of the towel wrapped tightly around my chest and pulls me toward him. “I get one kiss first,” I finish.

				“Oh, is that all?” He teasingly brushes his lips against mine, the stubble from his chin scratching across my face. His mouth moves delicately down my neck and over my bare shoulder, sending a ripple of goose bumps down my arm. My hand is at the knot in the towel ready to release it, when a knock at the door stops me. 

				“Monsieur de la Cruz. I have the mademoiselle’s bag for you,” Jean-Luc calls from the other side. I let out a frustrated sigh and tighten the towel around me as Javier opens the door.

				“Merci,” Javier says, handing Jean-Luc a tip. He closes the door behind him and turns to me, a scowl darkening his face. “You have to stop that.”

				“What?” I ask innocently enough.

				“Stop doing that to me. You’re making it very difficult for me to resist you.” He brings the bag to me, drops it at the foot of the bed, and then takes a quick step back as if trying to steer clear of my grasp.

				“So, then stop resisting,” I say, swinging my legs out from under me with the clear intent of chasing him down, if need be. Javier rushes to open the door and then pauses under the frame with a triumphant look on his face.

				“Eva, seriously, get dressed for the beach and meet me on the deck,” he says and is gone in an instant, the door slamming behind him.

				Dammit! Foiled again! I have the distinct feeling that Jean-Luc is aboard the Falcon for the sole purpose of breaking up our impassioned embraces. I am going to have to find some way to get rid of that guy by tonight if I expect to be with Javier as I had planned. That damned Frenchman is not making it easy!

			

			
				After I meet him on the deck as he had instructed, Javier takes me on a tour of Marbella. We visit the oldest church in the city, built in the fifteenth century, Ermita de Santiago, in La Plaza de los Aranjos—the Plaza of Oranges. We pass through the Avenida del Mar on our way to the promenade and stop to admire the strange but exquisite bronze Dalí sculptures, each a whimsical and satirical take on the Spanish society of his time. We stroll the rest of the afternoon on the promenade, checking out shops and sampling restaurants, and then lazing on the nearby Playa de la Fontanilla.

				On the beach, we take turns burying each other up to our chins in the sand. Soon two French preschoolers, who have been intently watching us nearby, come over to help me bury Javier. He laughs and speaks to them in their native tongue, and when we’re bored with burying each other, he shows them how to make castles from the wet sand. After a while, their nanny comes over to collect them, saying something in a tone that suggests they are being scolded. There’s a brief, pleasant exchange between Javier and the nanny, and then the children are gone, taking their bell-like laughter with them. We return to our beach blanket, and Javier hands me the sunscreen to reapply to his back.

				“I didn’t know you’re fluent in French,” I say after a few minutes of silence.

				“It never came up, I guess.” He shrugs. “I’m also fluent in Russian and Italian.”

				“Quite the world traveler, I see.” 

				“Most Europeans are fluent in at least two languages because we start learning from a very young age. Americans should try the bilingual thing sometime. It’s really quite useful,” he mocks, a smirk on his face. 

				“Yeah, yeah. Leave us alone. We’re preoccupied with mastering the basics. You know—reading, writing, and arithmetic. Once we do that well, then maybe we can move on to foreign languages,” I huff, my voice dripping with bitterness.

				“Oh, right,” he says, laughing.

				“You were really good with those kids,” I say, changing the subject. 

				“I like kids. I envy them, really.”

				“Why?” I’m shocked. I’d never pegged Javier as the type to admire children.

				“Because they look at the world with pure eyes. They see it as it is, not through filters of preconceived notions and prejudices. With kids, what you see is what you get. There’s just a truth in their innocence that we as adults have lost and will never regain.” He turns around to face me, his eyes searching mine. “The only way to be reminded of this innocence is to always have children in your life. Do you want to have children someday, Eva?”

				I panic. I haven’t really thought about children. I mean, I’m not ready to start a family. But I can tell by the way Javier is staring at me that he’s serious. Honestly, helping to take care of the twins after my mother died turned me off the whole child-rearing thing. Emma and Ethan were incredibly difficult children. They were always sick as babies, not to mention picky eaters, and they never wanted to sleep on a normal schedule. Plus they are, for the most part, complete brats. But who knows? That decision, to start a family, should come much later down the line for me. I decide to be honest with Javier regardless of whether or not he’ll like my answer.

				“I haven’t given it that much thought, really.” When the smile fades from his lips, I blurt, “but, now that I think of it, yeah, I would like to have a family someday in the distant future.” Oops, that didn’t sound too convincing. “I mean, after I’ve gone to college and gotten a good job, and gotten married. You know, the whole traditional thing.”

			

			
				Okay, I admit it; I totally bailed on the whole honesty thing. Up until I’d met Javier, I wanted to be a journalist, traveling internationally, and writing about the most pressing of issues. Never once had I considered children a part of that plan. A roguishly handsome, equally worldly husband? Maybe. But children? Never.

				“You’re going to have my children someday,” he says in a tone that, for some reason, sends an unnerving tingle down my spine. The shock must show on my face because he adds, “Don’t worry, we’ll be married first.”

				“Umm, sure,” I scoff. 

				I don’t know why his assertion makes me feel so uncomfortable, but it does. I should be overjoyed with the idea that he’s thinking of making such a serious commitment to me; but then again, that’s probably why it feels so strange. We’re both too young to be making those kinds of statements of eternal, undying, happily-ever-after love. Aren’t we? It just does not make any sense that a nineteen-year-old guy is ready and willing to settle down and have babies—especially with me. I mean, I’m not the type of girl who typically evokes those feelings of desperate love in men. As if he’s reading my mind, Javier continues.

				“I can picture them now,” he says, closing his eyes, a smile lighting up his dark features. “Half of them have your pale-blue eyes and curly, red hair. Oh, and those adorable freckles across their pointy little noses. The other half has thick, black hair, dark eyes, and my olive skin tone.”

				When I think about it, I do wonder what our children would look like, being that he’s so dark and I’m so pale. We are polar opposites in the looks department, other than the fact that we’re both tall by average American standards. I have a sneaking suspicion that our kids would likely resemble him more than me, what with those dominant dark traits and all—wait . . . they?


				“How many kids are you picturing there, mister?” I ask with a nervous laugh, only half joking, as I reapply SPF-50 sunscreen to the scorching skin on my chest.

				His eyes flick open and then narrow at me. “I just told you I want to be surrounded by children. I want to have a big family, preferably with you, Eva.”

				“It’s hard to have a large family and work. Just having three children in our family was like being raised in a zoo. It was completely crazy at times. Thank God for Grandma Winnie being there full time to help take care of us.” This guy obviously does not come from a big family or he wouldn’t be saying he wants one, but how should I know? He’s been so tight-lipped about his family, that I don’t even know if he has any siblings.

				“Well, we won’t have to worry about that, Corazón, because you won’t be working. You’ll stay at home and raise our children.” He shrugs and lies back on the blanket, placing his mirrored aviators back on his smug face. Reflected in them is the horrified expression on my face. Did he dare just tell me what I would be doing with my own future, with my own life?

				“Excuse me?” An unfamiliar emotion rips through me, and I am rendered momentarily speechless. If I had to put a label on it, the closest description for how I’m feeling would be betrayed. I guess I’ve taken for granted that Javier always has my best interests and desires in mind. This directive that I should be a housewife is proof otherwise, because I have absolutely no desire whatsoever to stay at home, raising a gaggle of kids. I’d made it clear to him that I am looking forward to having a career. 

			

			
				“My children will not be raised by a nanny,” he says, not daring to look me in the face. 

				“Oh, really?” I scoff. “Are you planning on winning the lottery to afford this bunch of kids you’re dreaming of raising on a single income?”

				“Don’t worry, I’ve got that covered.”

				“What? Is Uncle Rey going to die and leave you everything?” I laugh, as if it’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard—although I guess it isn’t entirely impossible. After all, Uncle Rey did pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to charter the Maltese Falcon for a week. 

				“Something like that,” he says, sighing. I feel the heat again in my face, and I know it’s not from the sun, but the result of sheer anger at the way he’s trying to pacify me. 

				This conversation is going absolutely nowhere, and it’s ruining our otherwise good time. I decide to be the bigger person and end this argument. Besides, the subject isn’t even pertinent to what is going on at the present time. It’s a conversation to be had somewhere in the distant future. I inhale a deep breath to steady my voice.

				“Let’s just drop it, okay?” I say, moving to lie down next to him. I place my hand under his stubbled chin and turn his face toward mine. I remove his aviators and see the glint in his eyes; his lips turn up in a playful smile. “This is a conversation for another time. Not now. I just want to enjoy you. No philosophical or life-altering discussions tonight. Okay?”

				“As you wish, Corazón,” he says, grinning like a fool. 

				I lean in to kiss him, but he grabs me around the waist, pulling me over him and pinning me down on the blanket. I squeal with delight and then laugh hysterically as he assaults me with kisses up and down my neck and tickles me in that super-sensitive spot directly above my bellybutton. We carry on like this for a few minutes until I hear a loud, throat-clearing “Ahem!” directly above us. I groan, knowing immediately who it is. I turn my head slightly to the side, and I am faced with the skinniest pair of neon-white legs I’ve ever seen. My eyes follow the pasty, hairless sticks upward to find Jean-Luc—wearing red Speedos and nothing else—standing over us, pouring with sweat and looking like an emaciated snowman melting in the spring. He has something strapped over his shoulder.

				“Monsieur de la Cruz,” he starts, ignoring my sighs of annoyance. “It is fifteen minutes until sunset, and I have brought what you requested.”

				I look up and the sun is a burnt-orange orb dipping dangerously low over the darkening, watery horizon. Where has the day gone? I groan with disappointment at the fact that our last day together is almost over.

				Javier nudges me and says under his breath, “Calm down. I’ve got a surprise for you.” He stands up and dusts the sand off his legs. “Merci beaucoup, Jean-Luc.”

				The Frenchman pulls what I realize is a guitar strap over his head and hands the instrument over to Javier. 

			

			
				“I will be off duty the rest of the night. Marie will attend to your needs. Bonsoir.” Jean-Luc tilts his head toward Javier and then bolts off down the beach to the pier, where he meets up with a beautiful young woman. He takes her hand, and the two head in the opposite direction of the marina, back toward the promenade.

				“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think Jean-Luc was your personal bodyguard, here to protect you from my endless advances.” I laugh, but Javier simply shrugs and sits down on the blanket next to me. “So, what’s this all about?”

				“I wrote you a song,” he says, strumming the guitar as he tunes it by ear.

				“You wrote me a song?” 

				“Yes, it’s called ‘Corazón,’ and it’s in Spanish,” he replies mischievously, because he knows I’m not fluent in Spanish. I burst out laughing at the idea, but slap a hand to my mouth when a frown knits his brow.

				“Sorry, I just hope I can understand it,” I say, giving him an apologetic face.

				“Oh, you will. Don’t worry,” he says, his face taking on a look of concentration as he begins picking and strumming the guitar. The first word he sings is Corazón, which puts a smile on my face. I’m surprised by how strong and lovely Javier’s tenor voice is; how he easily manages the falsetto notes of the song. I recognize Spanish words and phrases like amor, por siempre, vida juntos, and otra vez. Although I can’t translate the song directly into English, I understand its meaning quite well. Javier is singing about our undying love and how we will be together again. How oceans and time cannot break us. Our love is a rose, which when cultivated, will blossom into a thing of beauty for all the world to envy. 

				He strums the final chords and looks up at me through thick, black lashes, his eyes darker than ever in the early twilight. “I’m too far gone now, Corazón. I never want this to end.”

				 I am overcome with a wrenching sensation of extreme longing. I’m already starting to feel the heartache I know I’ll inevitably face tomorrow. I begin to open my mouth to tell him that we can just run away together, tonight. Run away and get married and have those ten kids, or however many he wants. I’m willing to do it to avoid the crippling heartbreak I know is coming for me tomorrow. But then a raucous, startling roar of cheering and applause rises from behind us, catching me off guard, and I realize we have a group of spectators on the beach. He always seems to attract a crowd wherever he goes, which is beyond frustrating at times, but particularly now. He jumps up and playfully bows to his admirers, then grabs me by the hand, pulling me up next to him.

				“Let’s go. Time for dinner,” he whispers, but his voice is urgent and somewhat nervous.

				We hurriedly pack up our things and head back to the Falcon hand in hand, as the spectators continue to cheer and applaud Javier’s musicianship. A young man says something to me I can’t quite decipher as we walk by, but Javier waves him off.

				“What’d he say?” I ask, knowing by the smirk on the guy’s face that it probably wasn’t proper.

				“Oh, just making recommendations as to how you could repay me for the serenade,” he says, grinning sheepishly.

				“What?” I exclaim, glaring over my shoulder at the man who’s walking away in the opposite direction, still laughing. “Well, I—”

			

			
				I don’t know why I feel so offended. All afternoon I had been devising inappropriate ways to thank Javier for this trip. I’m sure whatever that man was saying couldn’t come close to the improper scenarios playing out in my mind. The very idea that some stranger could think that I would be so willing—oh, wait—he was probably one of those voyeurs from across the marina. I feel my cheeks grow hot with the resurfacing humiliation.

				 “Ugh!” I bury my face into my hands, wishing the world would just go away.

				“Don’t worry, Eva,” Javier says, pulling me closer to him. “You’ll never see those people again. It doesn’t matter. I promise.”

				“I know, but it doesn’t make the humiliation sting any less.”

				“Come on, I’ll race you back,” he says playfully, obviously trying to cheer me up.

				“You have an unfair advantage: your legs are longer,” I say, smiling up at him. “What do I get if I win?”

				“Guess you’ll just have to try to find out,” he replies in a confidential tone.

				“Well, I don’t know . . .” I hesitate, then take off sprinting for the marina with Javier chasing behind me yelling, “Cheater!” Just before I reach the dock at the far end of the marina where the Falcon is moored, Javier grabs me from behind and scoops me up into his arms, causing me to yelp.

				“Put me down!” I squeal, but instead he twirls me around until I’m dizzy. When he stops spinning, he’s panting from the physical effort and all our laughing.

				“Don’t you know I’ll never let you run away from me?” he says and kisses my nose. I simply smile, basking in his affection.

				Javier carries me back to the Falcon and instructs me to get ready while he takes care of some last-minute dinner details. After I take a long, hot shower, effectively washing away the anxiety of the day, I don a turquoise-blue, gauzy, strapless Matthew Williamson dress that Javier bought for me on our trip to Barcelona. I slip on a pair of silver, strappy heels and my mother’s coral necklace, which is the only memento I have left of her. I allow my hair to air-dry into the thick ringlets that Javier loves, while I apply my makeup. He prefers the wild curls, which is humorous to me. I think that with the out-of-control curls, I look like I’ve stuck my finger in a light socket. But somehow the curls look right with this blue goddess-style gown. 

				Javier looks spectacular at dinner. He’s wearing a black sports coat and pants, with a black button down. His skin is newly tanned from our day on the beach. His teeth are especially white contrasted against what I’d call an eight o’clock shadow. He looks so darn grown up—and so darn sexy.

				During dinner, we discuss Italy and other countries we’ve visited, while enjoying a meal of fresh seafood: oysters, shrimp, and octopus. I savor watching his expressions as he talks about these places. The way his face lights up while he’s talking gives away which countries he loves most. I catch him staring at me, and the look of pure contentment in his eyes makes my heart swell. 

				After a dessert of lemon tart, we retire down to the suite. Before he can shut the door, I jump on him, wrapping my legs around his waist. He carries me to the bed as he unzips my dress. He lowers me down on the bed, pulling off my sandals, and tugs the dress down over my feet, tossing it to the floor. I lean back on my elbows, completely aware that the only clothing covering me are a pair of lace panties, a sheer strapless slip, and my mom’s coral necklace. 

			

			
				His eyes ravish my body as he pulls off his jacket and kicks his shoes aside. He unbuttons his pants and shirt and tosses them to the nearby chair, as I bite my lip in anticipation. He places his hands on my thighs and moves my legs apart, sliding himself into place over me. He kisses my forehead first, then my nose, and finally, tenderly, my lips. The lemon-tart taste lingers in his mouth, and I pull him closer to me, feeling his weight and heat over my entire body as I kiss him back. My breathing has increased to a level that is borderline frantic—fast, shallow, and needy.

				“Are you sure, Eva?” he whispers in my ear. His face is flushed red, and his entire body is tensed with excitement.

				“Yes! I am abso—” It’s all I can get out before a sudden wave of nausea overtakes me. I slap my hand to my mouth, gagging. 

				“Eva? Estás bien?” Javier says as he rolls off me. 

				Shaking my head, I jump up and race to the bathroom, hand over mouth. I’ve just made it to the toilet when I start heaving. The nausea is relentless. I vomit three times before I can tell Javier to leave. He’s kneeling at the toilet next to me and rubbing my back, looking worried and not at all disgusted.

				“I’m going to get Marie. She’s a nurse. She will know what to do,” he says and hurries out the door. 

				How completely humiliating! But I can’t stop him or argue with him about bringing a total stranger into this disturbing scene right out of The Exorcist. I’m too busy tossing the seafood.


				Javier and Marie return within a few minutes. Marie runs to the sink and retrieves a cold compress for my head. 

				“Did you drink alcohol?” she asks, without a trace of judgment in her voice.

				“No,” Javier answers for me as I shake my head and release another round of vileness. 

				“Did she eat something she hasn’t eaten before?” Marie asks, as she pulls back my hair and secures it with a clip just as I lose another bit of dinner. 

				“Oy—” I nod in affirmation to her question, but can’t get the entire word out before puking again.

				“The oysters!” Javier finishes for me as he smacks his hand to his forehead. “I’m sorry, Corazón. I should’ve asked if you’d ever had them, before putting them on the menu.”

				“She must be allergic to them. That would explain why she is so violently ill and you are not, Señor Cruz. The fact that you ate the same oysters and are okay tells me it’s not food poisoning,” Marie concludes.

				“What do we do?” Javier looks terrified, which makes me even more alarmed.

				“Javier, please leave. I don’t want you to see me like this,” I manage to say before another wave of nausea hits me.

				“No, Eva.”

				“It’s okay. I’ll take care of her. I’ll give her a shot of Benadryl to help with the reaction. It will pretty much knock her out for the rest of the night,” Marie says as she helps me to my feet. “Can you walk back to the bed?”

			

			
				“I’ll carry her,” he says. Before I can object, Javier scoops me up and carries me to the bed, carefully propping me up against a stack of pillows that Marie has gathered. She hands me a small, white bowl.

				“Here’s an emesis basin for you, Evie. If you have to vomit, use that. I’m going to go get your Benadryl shot,” she says and hurries toward the bathroom. Javier, who’s sitting next to me on the edge of the bed, pulls the blankets up to cover my exposed body. He gives me a warm smile and brushes my cheek with the back of his hand.

				“I’m so sorry I ruined our last night together,” I say, beginning to sob and gag at the same time.

				“Eva, please don’t think that. It’s not your fault that you’re allergic to oysters. It’s completely my fault that you are so sick.” He leans forward and kisses my feverish forehead. “Here.” He replaces the cold washcloth where his lips touched. Marie returns from the bathroom wielding a syringe tipped with the longest needle I’ve ever seen. 

				“I’m going to give her fifty milligrams of Benadryl,” she says to Javier. Directing her attention to me, she continues, “That should help more than anything, but you will become very drowsy.”

				“Anything to make this stop,” I say in a tiny voice. Javier is staring wide-eyed at the needle, his face pale.

				“Are you allergic to anything?” Marie asks as she swabs my left shoulder with an alcohol pad.

				“Oysters, apparently.” I give her a weak smile.

				“Any drugs that you know of?” She maintains her professionalism, but there’s a hint of a smile on her lips.

				“Just penicillin. I broke out in hives from it when I was five.” I retch into the bowl, and it’s nothing but bile. My stomach has nothing left to give, yet the nausea is still not subsiding.

				“Here, I’ll dispose of the puke,” Javier says, grabbing the empty bowl and rising up. “I can’t watch this. I hate needles.” He heads to the bathroom with the bowl in hand, not looking back.

				“So much for el machismo,” I call after him. Marie and I roll our eyes at each other and laugh, which makes my stomach muscles scream in protest.

				“Okay, Evie, this will only hurt for a second.” 

				She jabs the needle into my arm, and—ouch!—she wasn’t kidding. That hurt like hell. She quickly withdraws the needle and drops it into a small, red container marked Sharps. 

				“You will start to feel better in just a few minutes. You’ll go to sleep and wake up feeling fine. I promise.” Marie tucks a stray curl behind my ear with a soft, manicured hand and gives me a kind, reassuring smile. Something in her touch reminds me of my mother, and the resulting sensation pains me a thousand times more than that Benadryl shot ever could. Javier returns, and I hear him thank Marie at the door. He crawls into the bed, wrapping me up in his arms, and I burrow into him. Soon, my eyes become heavy, and I drift off to a fitful sleep with thoughts of my mother weighing heavily on my mind.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 5

				I open my eyes and I am transported back in time to our tiny house in Italy. My six -year-old self is sitting on the wood floor of the cramped living room, and playing with what was then my favorite doll. It takes a few seconds, but I realize I’m dreaming and brace myself for the inevitable. Emma and Ethan are babies, asleep in their crib, which is tucked in a corner of the room. 

				I glance around the small, wood-paneled space, which I always loved. It holds fond memories of my last days with my mother. But in my dream, the beloved space is dark, and the air is stagnant. The crashing sound of plates breaking snaps my attention toward the kitchen. I can hear my parents’ voices, but can’t make out what they’re saying.

				“It’s okay, Susie,” I tell my doll. “She’ll stop soon.”

				I turn back toward the voices and feel myself being sucked down the hallway and into the kitchen. My mother stands across the room, backed into a corner, her hair wild and her face smudged with a mixture of makeup, tears, and sweat. She’s holding a butcher knife in her right hand, her black eyes wide with fear.

				“Mia, put the knife down. It’s okay, sweetheart,” my father says, his hands up defensively in front of him. He stands just outside of arms’ reach from her.

				“Why don’t you believe me, Nash?” Mom wails, her face twisted and tormented. “I told you, they want to take them. They’re coming to take them away. We have to stop them.”

				“Honey, listen. It was just a dream. That’s all,” Dad reassures in a soothing voice while extending a nonthreatening hand out to her. “A very bad dream.”

				“No!” Mom screeches, pulling away from him. “You think I’m crazy. You’ll see that I was right when our children come up missing or worse . . . dead!”

				Suddenly, I’m being sucked through a swirling, black vortex that deposits me at a graveside funeral. I stand at the foot of an open grave. A priest, reciting the funeral mass, stands at the headstone, which bears my mother’s name. Dad, dressed in his military whites, stands stoic and alone to the side. I lean over and peer down into the grave—it’s empty. My mind reels with confusion, just as a ghostly voice whispers in my ear: There was no funeral.

				I awake with a start, gasping for air. My eyes dart around the room and relief floods me when I remember I’m on the Maltese Falcon. Javier is sleeping in a chair across from the bed, his long legs and arms sprawled out over the chair’s edges. I turn to the bedside clock. Nine thirty! 

				“Javier!” I yell, throwing a pillow at him as I jump out of bed.

				“Qué?” he wipes his eyes with the back of his hands. “What’s going on? Are you feeling better?”

				“Javier, get up! You forgot to set the alarm. I’m going to miss the flight!” I race to the bathroom, splash cold water on my face, and brush my teeth.

				“Good, maybe you’ll just stay here with me,” he calls from the bedroom.

			

			
				“I hope you’re kidding. Now get ready!” I snap as I return to the bedroom. Javier has already managed to put on a pair of black jeans and a Nine Inch Nails t-shirt. I pull on jeans shorts and a tank top, then grab my suitcase and begin frantically shoving my belongings into it with total disregard for garment care—sorry, Matthew Williamson. “Oh my God, my dad’s going to kill me!”

				“Calm down, Eva. I promise I will get you to the airport by eleven.” I feel his arms wrap around my waist, and my tense body relaxes with his touch. “Seems like I’m always telling you to calm down.”

				“Oh, please. I’m the very definition of tranquility,” I huff over my shoulder. But he’s right; handling stressful situations with grace is so not my forté. 

				After I finish packing, we head up to the deck where we say our goodbyes to the crew, and I profusely thank Marie for helping me last night. Jean-Luc and another steward take our bags to the car, while we gather finger-foods to eat on the drive. This time I stick to bagels and cream cheese, nothing too exotic or nausea provoking.

				We drive to the airport without stopping. I sit quietly while The Stone Roses blare on the car’s elaborate sound system. After about twenty minutes of silence from me, Javier turns off the music.

				“Are you okay?” he asks, looking at me through his mirrored aviators. I can’t see his eyes, but I can tell by the tone of his voice that he’s worried.

				“I’m just scared,” I confess. He grabs my hand and entwines our fingers, then pulls my hand up to kiss the diamond heart I now wear on my left ring finger. 

				“I’ll always be here for you, Eva,” he offers.

				“I know, Javi. It’s just that . . . I had a horrible nightmare about my mother, and I don’t know where it came from.” The dream seemed real, less like a nightmare and more like a memory of something that truly happened. I’ve never before had a dream involving the rest of my family. My nightmares usually consisted of just my mother trying to kill me.

				“What was your dream about?”

				“My mother had gone insane. She was holding a knife and saying that someone was trying to take her kids. She insisted that we would all end up dead. My dad was there, and he didn’t believe her. It was more like a memory than a dream. The look in her eyes scared me. But I swear that when she was living, I’d never seen her like that, ever. At the end of the dream, I was standing over her grave, and it was empty.”

				“It was just a nightmare, nothing more,” Javier says.

				“I hope so,” I reply with a shudder. Javier strokes my cheek with the back of his hand and gives me a reassuring smile.

				“You can call me anytime. Okay?”

				I nod and hold his hand to my face. My heart begins to ache with that awful, unbearable pain you can only feel when you lose someone you love. I’ve only experienced this agony once before, when my father came home and told me that mother had died. Now my heart is splintering because I’m about to lose the only man I’ve ever loved in my life, besides my father. I inhale a deep, steadying breath in an attempt to suppress the panic rising up from deep inside me. A familiar sense of abandonment begins to creep its way into my heart and mind, and I know I can’t blame Javier for that. I’m the one leaving him behind, not the other way around. He should be the one feeling abandoned; but if he is, he’s doing an excellent job of hiding it.

			

			
				“We could always just run away together. Just take off now and not even go to the airport.” My voice is full of desperation, but I know there’s no hope for that scenario.

				“Corazón.”

				“I mean it, Javier. I’ll be eighteen in October. I don’t want to be away from you. I don’t want to lose you.” Panic is overruling any good sense I have left. My mind is numb with fear and anxiety. Without a doubt, I’d run away with Javier, if only he’d agree to it.

				“And your father would have the entire US military out looking for us. I don’t think I’d stand a chance against their Black Ops,” he says, an empty smile turning up one corner of his mouth. “Besides, you have to finish school. I want the mother of my children to be educated.”

				“It doesn’t make it any easier, knowing that we’ll be together again next year.” I bury my face in my hands. Javier places a reassuring hand on the back of my neck and pulls me closer to him. I admit the worst to him: “I don’t think I can do this. I have to hold it together, and I don’t think I can do it.” Tears are stinging my eyes.

				“You can do it, Eva. I know that you can. You’re the strongest girl I’ve ever met. I’ll come visit you in DC as soon as I can.”

				We arrive at 10:45 at the terminal in Seville for my flight to Heathrow, where we’ll catch the connecting flight to DC. According to the ticket, boarding is to begin at 11:00. I’ve already received three text messages from my father reminding me of the time. Javier jerks the Mercedes to a stop at the curb outside the terminal. 

				I snatch my luggage out of the backseat, and we sprint for the gate, hand in hand. We whiz past baggage check and hastily cast off my luggage to the attendant. Two officers try to stop Javier at the security checkpoint because he doesn’t have a boarding ticket. He pulls his identification from his wallet and says something to them in Spanish, and they begrudgingly wave him through with annoyed expressions on their faces.

				We arrive at my gate with only minutes to spare. Grandma Winnie is standing by the desk, tapping her foot as she always does when her patience is wearing thin. The twins are slouched in seats, each with their iPod earbuds in place—Emma likely listening to her favorite Emo band, and Ethan absorbed in obnoxious rap music. Their sun-bleached, platinum hair stands out like a sore thumb in a sea of raven-haired Spaniards. Dad is nowhere in sight. The three of them glare at us as we run up, panting from our mad dash across the airport.

				“There you are!” Grandma Winnie exclaims. “I thought you were going to miss the flight.”

				“What took so long?” Emma asks, clearly hoping the question will elicit a response that might result in my grounding.

				“None of your business,” I snap at her. “Where’s Dad?”

				“He’ll be right back.” Grandma Winnie glances nervously at her watch. “He’s too claustrophobic for tiny airplane toilets.”

				A friendly female voice announces overhead: “Flight two-one-one, departing for London–Heathrow, now boarding at Gate Five. Please have boarding passes at the ready. Now boarding first class.” I listen as the same voice repeats the message in several different languages. I turn to Javier, who’s standing at my side, and although he’s smiling down at me, his face is pure sadness. I move to him and snuggle my face on his chest. He wraps his arms around me and holds me with an intensity I’ve never felt before. I move my arms up under his leather jacket, pull him as close to me as humanly possible, and inhale his scent one last time.

			

			
				“I love you, Eva,” he whispers in my ear. “Never forget that.”

				“I love you,” I respond, looking up into his black eyes. “Please, don’t forget about me.”

				“That could never happen, I promise.” He tilts his head down and kisses me softly on the mouth.

				“I wish we had been together last night,” I murmur and divert my eyes momentarily to my family to make sure that they aren’t listening. Ethan and Emma are fighting over who should get the window seat, and Grandma Winnie is anxiously looking in the direction of the restrooms—searching for my dad, I suppose.

				“I also wish we had been together last night,” Javier whispers, “It will be the biggest regret of my life, for sure.”

				 And it’s all my fault.

				“So this is what it feels like,” I mumble.

				“What’s that, Corazón?”

				“This is what it feels like to have your heart ripped out of your chest and shredded into a million little pieces while you stand by, completely helpless.”

				I reach up and lace my fingers around Javier’s neck, pulling him down to me. I kiss him lightly first, then deeper, searching his mouth with mine as tears streak down my face. The most ridiculous thought enters my mind: If I could have any superpower, it would be the ability to suspend time. I would stay in this moment with Javier forever, our arms tight around one another, our lips permanently sealed together.

				“Evangeline.” I feel a firm hand on my shoulder and know without looking it’s my father. I turn and there’s his stern face, his lips pressed in a tight line. “It’s time to go, sweetheart. Hello, Javier.” Dad acknowledges him with a single cool nod. Instead of releasing Javi, I grip him tighter as if I’m holding on for dear life.

				Javier grabs my shoulders and holds me back at arm’s length. “Go, Eva. It’s time,” he says, looking over his shoulder at the dwindling boarding line.

				“But—”

				“Please, just go. I can’t take much more of this.” His eyes are full of tears when they meet mine. I know he’s hurting at least as much as I am, so I can’t stand here, making it worse. I rise up on my toes and give him a brief kiss on the lips, then turn and board the plane without looking back.

				Emma and Ethan are sitting in a row together. Emma has won the argument for the window seat. Dad stows his carry-on and eases into the seat next to Grandma Winnie. I take the window seat in the row directly behind them; this is a big mistake. As the plane turns to taxi to the runway, I look up at the windows of the terminal. There stands Javier, watching the plane, hands pushed down into his front pockets, shoulders slumped forward. I place my hand up to the window, even though I suspect that he can’t see me from where he stands. But he returns the gesture, placing his hand against the terminal window. I completely lose it. I’m sobbing, as quietly as possible, my face pushed up against the window as I try to burn Javier’s image into my mind.

			

			
				“Babe, you okay?” asks a thirty-something woman in the seat next to me. She has a deep-south accent. She’s full-figured, with big amethyst eyes and even bigger blonde hair. She’s a throwback to the Marilyn Monroe-type sex symbols of the fifties and sixties—curves in all the right places and proud of it.

				I look at her and shake my head no. I add, as calmly and quietly as I can, “I had to leave my boyfriend to move back to the States because of my dad’s job.” I look back out the window, but the terminal is gone. The plane has already moved into position for takeoff.

				“You wouldn’t happen to be talking about that tall drink of water you were glued to before we boarded?”

				I nod. She hands me a tissue. I blow my nose into it and wipe my eyes with the back of my hands.

				“Well, if there’s one thing I know, it’s men; and darlin’, you’ve got nothin’ at all to worry about,” she says. She smiles at me as though she’s about to reveal the secret to eternal life. I furrow my brow. I have no idea what she’s talking about. “Aww, honey, that boy isn’t goin’ anywhere. He’s completely in love with you. I saw it in his eyes—in the way he looked at you. He’ll be waitin’ for you right where you left him. Mark my words.” 

				I give her the best smile I can muster. “Thank you.”

				“Don’t mention it, darlin’.” She hands me another tissue. “I can see why you’re so upset. My, my, that boy is a fine, fine male specimen. A gal could get herself into a lot of trouble over a boy like that.”

				Yeah, tell me about it.

				“My name’s Annabelle, by the way,” she says, extending her hand out to me. I give it a pathetically weak shake.

				“I’m Evangeline,” I say as pleasantly as I can.

				“A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. It suits you well, darlin’.”

				“Thanks, my mom named me. It was her favorite name. She picked it out for her future daughter when she was just a young girl.” I smile, thinking of my mother, but then I remember the horrible dream, and I feel a familiar darkness wash over me.

				“Where is she now, darlin’?” Annabelle asks, obviously picking up on the change in my mood.

				“She died in a car wreck when I was a little girl. I don’t remember it really, but I miss her every day.” Why am I so willing to open up to Annabelle? Maybe it’s her soothing Southern accent.

				“I’m so sorry to hear that, babe.” Her voice is so full of genuine concern that it threatens to break me, but I hold on. “You stay strong, ya hear? I promise life isn’t all disappointment and heartbreak. It will get better for you.”

				“Thanks.” I have no idea what else to say. Guess I’m pretty transparent, if a total stranger can pick up on my life so quickly.

				I have a sudden, unyielding urge to talk to Javier, so I take out my cell phone to text him. But one of the flight attendants stops in the aisle next to us. She says in a stern, bureaucratic voice, “Miss, you are not allowed to use your cell phone during the flight. Please put it away, or else we will have to confiscate it.”

			

			
				“Sweetheart, put the phone away,” Annabelle advises. “You don’t want them putting their grubby hands all over it—wouldn’t be sanitary. You know these planes are full of germs.” Annabelle is speaking to me, but she’s looking at the attendant with a wrinkled-up nose and disapproving eyes. I place the phone back into my purse before the attendant can swipe it.

				***

				The plane touches down at Heathrow three hours later. We disembark and wind our way through massive crowds of international travelers to find the gate for our connecting flight to Washington, DC. There’s one hour yet before we are to board, and I take the opportunity to text Javier while lounging in the adjacent restaurant.

				*I miss you already. We just arrived at Heathrow. 

				*I started missing you as soon as you told me you were leaving, Corazón.

				*I’m looking at your pics from our trip to Ibiza on my cell. When will you come to visit me?

				*As soon as I can, I promise. I love you. Now get something to eat before your second flight. Don’t get stuck eating airplane food.

				*Agreed. Love you

				*Love you. Have a good flight to DC. Call me when you arrive at your new house.

				*I’ll call you as soon as we land. They won’t let me use the phone on the flight. Phone Nazis. Boo.

				*Bueno. Besos y abrazos, amor.

				*Besos, guapo.

				I have to admit, texting Javier makes me feel much better. I’m finally starting to believe that this separation is just a temporary roadblock to us being together. An intolerable weight has been lifted off my chest, and I sigh in relief. I take Javier’s advice and order a blue-cheese burger and fries from the decidedly American restaurant. I’m thankful for the comfort food to enjoy instead of the nasty stuff that passes as food here in Great Britain. Although I don’t really mind the fish and chips, blood pudding is definitely on the no-eat list.

				I find Annabelle on the connecting flight to DC and sit with her. She tells me that her husband is a pharmaceutical company lobbyist, and they’ve just recently moved to DC. She was on vacation without her husband—apparently something she did often, as he is not one who enjoys the idiosyncrasies of European culture. Annabelle, on the other hand, dreams of someday living in Europe—without the husband. I have the distinct feeling that Annabelle does not actually spend her vacations alone, but I’m not one to pry into the private matters of complete strangers. We exchange cell numbers and promise to stay in touch and to meet up in DC.

				We’ve only been in the air for about an hour when the flight attendant hands me a pillow and blanket because she sees that my head is bobbing to the side as I drift in and out of sleep. I gladly accept them and hunker down for the eight-hour flight over the Atlantic—a ride that, in and of itself, has my nerves on edge. I’m not a fan of flying, especially over massive bodies of water, so it’s best if I just sleep for the entire trip. As my head hits the pillow, I drift off. 

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 6

				I find myself in a dark hallway. At the end stands Javier, flashing that devastatingly mischievous grin and waving me toward him. I start to jog to him, but the closer I come, the longer the hallway becomes and the farther away he is. Soon I’m in a full-out run, screaming for Javier to wait. He continues to wave me toward him; however, the playful look on his face transforms into an eerie, hollow expression, his smile ominous. I scream out his name. Suddenly, as if a trap door has opened in the hallway, I’m hurtling downward through blackness so complete that I can’t even see my hand in front of my face. 

				For a few moments, I’m floating; then I hit the ground with a breath-stealing thud. My eyes are squeezed shut, and when I open them, I am standing at my mother’s grave. The earth filling the grave is fresh, indicating that she has recently been buried. My Dad and Grandma Winnie are at the graveside. 

				“I hope I did the right thing,” Dad whispers to Grandma Winnie.

				“You did, Nash.”

				“God help me if they ever find out the truth,” he says, a frown darkening his face. “I don’t know how I’d ever explain it to them.”

				“Let’s pray you never have to.”

				The next sensation I have is that of flying, but everything around me is black. My stomach jumps up in my throat as if I’ve just crested the tallest peak of a roller coaster and am descending at mach speed. I’m suddenly aware that my eyes are closed, because a bright, white light now infiltrates and illuminates my eyelids, sending white stars and flashes of color across my visual field.

				I open my eyes and I’m sitting on my parents’ bed in our cottage in Italy. The intrusive light is the Italian morning sun streaming through the east-facing window. My mother is seated at the vanity directly in front of me, brushing her long, silky black hair and humming a tune that I find vaguely familiar and strangely haunting. A chill envelopes me; it’s “Time in a Bottle,” the song she hummed to me every night as she tucked me into bed. I haven’t heard it since the last time I saw her on the night she died. She had gone out that night after putting the twins to bed and tucking me in with a kiss to my forehead. It’s the last memory I have of her.

				I move timidly to the vanity and kneel next to her. “Momma?” She continues humming and brushing her hair. Her blank face and hollow eyes are reflected in the mirror. The sight of her is bone-chilling. “Momma?”

				Keeping her eyes trained on her own reflection, her face remaining expressionless, she lowers the brush down to the vanity and picks up a pair of scissors. With one smooth movement, she pulls a large section of her hair up and snips it off about one-inch from her scalp. With an unnerving cackle, she opens the hand holding the severed hair and watches as the wisps fall to the floor. She grabs another fist-full of hair and moves the scissors in place.

			

			
				“Momma! What are you doing?” I cry.

				She snaps her head toward me, and I see that her eyes have turned feral and furious. Her expression alternates between fear and anger. She lifts her right arm up in the air over her head. I look up just in time to see the pointed end of the scissors swiping toward me.

				***


				I awake on the airplane with a scream. But with one glance around me, I instantly remember where I am and sigh in relief. By the dim twilight outside the window, I know that I’ve slept for the majority of the flight.

				Grandma Winnie turns around and eyes me with a raised brow. “Are you okay, Evie?

				“Yes, sorry,” I murmur, wiping the drool off my chin with the sleeve of my shirt. She gives me a curt smile and then turns back to her book.

				“Bad dream?” Annabelle asks, her voice concerned.

				“Yeah, I’ve been having a lot of those lately, it seems.” I try to stretch my stiff body as much as the tiny seating space will allow. Having long legs can be such a curse at times.

				“Well, good news. We only have about an hour and a half until this thing lands at Dulles. We’ve almost made it, darlin’.” Annabelle swipes her forehead with the back of her hand in an exaggerated display of relief. 

				“I’ll be kissing the ground when we land,” I say. “Please don’t think badly of me, but I absolutely hate to fly. I’ve done a lot of it in my life, and it never gets any easier.” 

				“I ditto that, darlin’. And at touchdown I say a little thank you to the gods. You know, small miracles aren’t always so small.”

				“Amen to that.”

				An hour and a half later we’re landing—for the most part smoothly—in Washington, DC. I say goodbye to Annabelle after we disembark the plane and again promise to keep in touch with her. 

				We arrive around midnight at my Uncle Calvin’s row house in Georgetown. We’re spending the night there because we won’t be able to pick up the house keys from our realtor until tomorrow morning. 

				“Evie!”  Aunt Matilda greets me at the door. She’s wearing a strange, tight-lipped smile, her voice steeped in the affectation of a wealthy, East Coast socialite—despite the fact that she isn’t one. She shows us into the parlor. “Good news! Your new neighbor is one of your uncle’s business associates, and his daughter just so happens to be in your class at Holy Cross. We’ve arranged for her to meet you tomorrow afternoon and show you around. She’ll make some introductions to your fellow classmates.”

				“Grrreeeat,” I say under my breath and then feel the sharp jab of Grandma Winnie’s bony elbow in my side. I turn to her and she’s giving me her patented disapproving glare, which means I’d better check myself. “Thanks, Aunt Matilda,” I say more audibly—and sweetly. Matilda’s self-satisfied smile confirms that she didn’t hear my smart-ass comment.

				The next day we drive to our new house in McLean, where the realtor awaits with the keys. The twins are excited to be moving into a normal-sized house instead of the dollhouse-sized dwellings we’ve lived in while overseas. To us, this house is a mansion—a stately, red-brick, colonial-style, two-story home with a full basement, attic, and a three-car garage. Calvin and Matilda have gone furniture shopping for us, so the house is ready. The only work we have to do is to unpack our personal belongings, which arrived by FedEx this morning. We finish by noon and decide to go to a local pizza parlor for lunch.

			

			
				A shiny, black BMW convertible is parked in our driveway when we return. Leaning against the trunk is a tall, dark, pretty girl wearing a khaki skirt, a white button-down, and a navy blazer. She’s texting away on her cell phone. As we pull up next to her, she looks up and waves excitedly, flashing a bright smile.

				“Oh look, Evie. She must be your new classmate.” Dad sounds little too eager. I hope he realizes it’s going to take more than just his contrived enthusiasm to cheer me up. We all pile out of Matilda’s minivan. Why on earth she owns one is beyond me. It’s not like she has any kids to tow around in this gas-guzzling beast.

				“You must be Evie Sweeney. I’m Camilla San Sebastian. I live across the street and go to Holy Cross. Your uncle said you’d be starting on Monday.” With a dazzling-white smile, she extends her hand to me.

				“Nice to meet you,” I say, awkwardly shaking her hand. I’m not used to teenagers being so formal in their introductions. I begin to introduce her to my family. I motion to each person as I introduce them. “This is my dad, Nash; my grandma, Winnie; and my brother and sister, Ethan and Emma. And you know Calvin and Matilda.”

				“Yes, of course. Nice to meet all of you.” She acknowledges each person with a nod of her head, then reaches down into the backseat of her car and retrieves a covered pie plate. “Mrs. Sweeney, my mother asked that I deliver this pie to you as a welcome gift.”

				“Thank you, Camilla. Please give your mother my warmest regards, dear.” Grandma Winnie looks quite pleased with Camilla’s polished manners. Grandma raises an eyebrow at me with a look: See? This is how a young lady should comport herself.

				“You are most welcome, Mrs. Sweeney.” Camilla smiles sincerely and hands the plate over to Grandma. Camilla again turns her attention to me. “Evie, your uncle tells me you are in need of a DC refresher tour. I’d be happy to take you around this afternoon, if you’d like.”

				“Umm, well . . .” I’d really rather spend the afternoon talking with Javier on the phone, but I look to my dad, who’s excitedly nodding. He’s so pathetically enthusiastic, that I can’t bear to shoot him down. “Okay, sure. Why not?”

				“Oh, you know what else?” Camilla furrows her brow and moves her hand to her chin, looking overly pensive. “There’s a little get-together at a friend’s house this evening. It would be wonderful for you to come with me and meet some of our classmates before Monday. That way you’ll already know some people in your classes.”

				“Oh, I think that’s a marvelous idea—don’t you, Nash?” Matilda nearly squeals with excitement. I’m sure she views my hob-knobbing with the Holy Cross kids as her ticket in with the DC power elite.

				“Absolutely,” my dad agrees.

				“Oh, and I’m having a few girls from school over to spend the night afterward. I love having slumber parties on Friday nights. Do you want to stay over, too, Evie?” Camilla asks a little too innocently. My family members are too blinded by her unusual charm to see what is plain as day to me; Camilla’s putting on an Oscar-worthy performance. She definitely has something up her sleeve, and I want to know what.

			

			
				“Well, okay. Do ya mind if I change real quick and grab a few things?” I can see out of my peripherals that Aunt Matilda’s grimacing at my poor grammar, which makes me smile.

				“Sure, I’ll wait here.”

				I run into the house and up to my new room at the top of the stairs. I grab my toothbrush, comb, and some PJs and shove them into a small tote bag. I pull on a pair of dark jeans, black ballet flats, a gray fitted t-shirt with John Lennon’s face stamped on the front, and a black cardigan. I guess the look is more hipster casual than DC chic. But oh well. I don’t fit in here, and I’m not about to start trying.

				I meet my family at the bottom of the stairs just as they walk through the door.

				“Evie, don’t you have something nicer to wear?” Grandma Winnie complains as I maneuver around her to the door.

				“Nope,” I reply as sweetly as I can. Kill ’em with kindness, my mother used to say. “See you all tomorrow!”

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 7

				“Oh, my God!” Camilla says as she backs out of the driveway. “I thought we’d never get out of there. They were asking me all kinds of questions about my family, my classes, what I like to do in my free time. Jesus, you’d think they were interviewing me to be your girlfriend.” She wrinkles up her face in disgust.

				“No, Matilda was just trying to climb the social ladder. She was probably hoping you’d invite us all over for dinner or something.” 

				“Oh really?” Camilla laughs. “She does have that air of douche-baggery about her.” We enjoy a good laugh at Matilda’s expense.

				“Where are we headed?” I ask, as Camilla turns to the on-ramp of the freeway.

				“To the mall. We have to get new outfits for the party tonight.”

				“Oh, I didn’t bring enough money,” I say. 

				“No worries, I’ve got it covered. We have to look awesome for this party. It’s the big event of the fall.”

				“Great. Wish I’d had a heads up. I would’ve tried to fix this rat’s nest on top of my head.”

				“Honey, that’s what salons are for, and you’re going with me to my appointment. We’ll just have your hair done, too. Oh, and your nails,” she says, looking down at my gnarled fingertips. My worst habit is biting my fingernails down to the quick, although popping my knuckles comes in a close second. Knuckle popping drives my Grandma crazy so it’s become somewhat of a sport for me.

				“I can’t let you pay for all that, Camilla.”

				“I’m not. My daddy is. Don’t worry your pretty little head; he won’t care. He never checks his credit-card statements. Besides, it’s my welcome gift to you.”

				“Umm, okay then, if you insist. But you have to let me make it up to you.” I’ve never had a complete stranger buy me clothes before. This could be interesting.

				“Sure. Shit! Traffic jam!” She slams on the breaks and slows the BMW down to a crawl as we both crane our necks to see around the line of cars in front of us. “Looks like an accident up ahead at the off-ramp. Oh well, gives us time to talk. Tell me about yourself. You got a boyfriend back in Spain?”

				“Yes, I do . . .” I hesitate. Something’s not right. “Oh no! I forgot my cell phone back at my house!” 

				“We can go back to get it after we’re done,” Camilla says dismissively.

				“That would be great, because I need to call him. I promised I’d call him, and I haven’t yet.” Great, now he’s probably worried about me.

				“Relax. It’ll be fine. We’ll get ourselves beautified, and then we’ll stop at your house on the way to the party. We’re almost to the mall. We don’t want to turn around now. Okay?”

				“Sure, fine. So what’s the deal with this party that we have to look so spectacular?” I ask, changing the subject to help calm myself. I can’t get worked up over forgetting the phone. I’m sure Javi will understand.

			

			
				“It’s at Jude Redfield’s house, and the Redfield boys have been having this party every year for nearly two decades. It’s practically a Holy Cross tradition,” she says, sounding like a news correspondent reporting on the latest gossip.

				“Wow, really? Twenty years should definitely qualify as a tradition.” I’ve never been to a party like this, but I’m not about to tell her so.

				“There are five Redfield boys, and they all went to Holy Cross. The oldest one, Jake, is thirty-five; Gabe is thirty; Raphael is twenty-six; and the youngest is Jude. He’s our age. The middle brother is my boyfriend, Christian, and he’s twenty-one. We’ve been dating since I was a freshman and he was a senior.”

				“Your parents let you date a twenty-one-year-old?” I am completely confounded by this. I mean, what parent allows their teenage daughter to date a boy who’s old enough to legally buy alcohol?

				“Yeah, they freaking love Christian. Hell, they love the entire Redfield family. My parents’ heads are so far up the Redfield’s asses that they should’ve burped them out by now. Seriously, if Christian wasn’t the hottest guy in DC, I wouldn’t even look twice at him, just because he’s a Redfield. They’re freaking jackasses for the most part,” Camilla says, wrinkling her face up in an expression that punctuates her disdain, “except for Christian and Jude. They’re cool.”

				“Geez, then why go to the party?” This girl is an enigma. She makes absolutely no sense. If I had so much hatred for a family, I sure wouldn’t go to a party at their house, let alone date one of them.

				“Oh, my dear Evie, you have much to learn about DC social life. Everyone who’s anyone will be there. The people I love and the people I love to hate,” she says, and then pauses long enough to check her makeup in the rearview, rubbing red lip gloss off her pearly-white teeth with her index finger. “The party is always written up in the society-gossip section of the paper. Something scandalous always happens—that’s pretty much guaranteed. Either someone will wreck their father’s Lambo, or someone will end up in jail on a possession charge. Of course almost everyone is underage, so their names don’t appear in the article; but the writers always give enough clues that you can guess without much effort.”

				“Wow, sounds crazy.” What would happen if I were to get busted at the first party I go to in DC? At the least, my dad would never let me go out again. Worst case scenario would be that I’d be shipped off to a convent—or as my dad calls them, a nunnery. “I don’t know about this. If I get into any trouble on my first night out in DC, not only will I be grounded for eternity, but my dad will absolutely kill me.”

				I’m more than a little nervous about the whole thing. Seems like too raucous an affair in which to make my DC social debut. I don’t want to risk having my privileges to see Javier taken away.

				“Don’t worry. I’ve got our designated driver covered. My best friend, Xander, doesn’t drink or do drugs. So he’ll drive us home afterward. He’s a goody-two-shoes, granola-type. You know, always worried about being healthy and what not. He’s buff, plays sports, and works out. It’s really annoying at times, because he doesn’t know how to let loose and have fun; but then again, I always have a guaranteed DD.”

			

			
				“Sounds like my kind of guy,” I shrug.

				“Oh no, Evie. Don’t tell me you’re one of those granolas, because you sure don’t look like one!” she exclaims, giving me a once-over. I frown at her because I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about. “You know, all butch, smelly, and vegetarian—Yuck! No, you can’t be. You’re actually a hot chick.”

				“Thanks, I think. What I mean is that I don’t drink and I don’t do drugs. I just don’t see the point of poisoning yourself with that stuff. A glass of wine once in a while is one thing, but drinking just to get sloppy drunk? No thanks, doesn’t appeal to me at all.”

				“A glass of wine? What are you, a fifty-year-old hag stuck in the hot, red-headed body of a seventeen-year-old?” She’s looking at me now like she’s expecting my head to explode or something.

				“I’m serious, Camilla. Count me out of the drinking. I’ll go to meet everyone, but I don’t plan on partying like that, okay?”

				“Whoa, chica. Fine. Whatever you say. Look, we’re moving again,” she says, motioning to the traffic ahead of us. “Thank God. I’ve got to pee!”

				After a couple more intersections, we turn on International Drive and arrive at the Tyson Galleria. Because of our time constraints, we practically leave a tornado’s path of destruction through Saks, Neiman Marcus, and Versace, hunting for the perfect dresses. We settle on finds from our final destination, Gucci. I decide on a short, black, sleeveless number. Camilla buys a sky-blue and turquoise striped, one-shoulder, body-conscious dress that highlights her tanned skin perfectly. She looks like the latest “it” supermodel. We head over to Pelo Bonito, where we get French mani-pedis. Camilla’s stylist coifs our hair, turning my frizzed-out nightmare into smooth ringlets and Camilla’s waist-length tendrils into a silky, black waterfall. 

				“Oh shit,” Camilla says as she checks the clock on her iPhone. “We don’t have time to drive back home to change before the party. Do you mind if we change here, Lucinda?” she asks her stylist.

				“Not at all, love.” Lucinda shows us to a massage room in the back of the salon. “You can get ready here.”

				“Thanks,” Camilla and I say in unison. We jump into our dresses and slip on our new coordinating stilettos. I immediately kick the shoes off and tell Camilla I’ll put them on when we get to the party. I don’t want to try to walk through the mall wearing those beasts. I may be feeling down about everything right now, but I’m not suicidal, for Christ’s sake. 

				“Wait. My phone,” I say and sigh. “We need to go back to my house, remember?”

				“Evie, don’t you think you can wait until tomorrow to call your boyfriend?” Camilla says. By the look on her face, I know she won’t be taking me home to get the phone. I guess if I’m going to survive the year here in DC, I’d better not piss off anyone during my first night out. Javier will just have to understand.

				“Fine,” I answer, trying not to let the disappointment show on my face.

				Camilla’s smile widens, and her eyes gleam with excitement. “Awesome! Let’s go. We’ve got some major partying to do.”

			

			
				Great.

				On the way to the Redfield’s house, Camilla fills me in on a few bits of must-know social information. She reveals to me that her boyfriend, Christian, is the front man of an indie band that happens to be the biggest thing on the East Coast. The band, Systemic Purgatory, is on the cusp of blowing up because their manager has just gotten one of their songs on some teen-book-turned-movie soundtrack. She rambles on and on about how utterly hot and utterly cool he is. I think I might laugh at one point, because no guy can be as perfect as she describes—except Javier, and there’s only one of him, so . . .

				Also, Christian’s brother, Jude, is dating the biggest bitch in DC, Laurel Danton. Laurel is a super-rich snob who just so happens to be Camilla’s arch nemesis since their freshman year. Laurel had spread a stupid rumor that Camilla’s dad was an exiled Colombian drug lord. This girl was definitely going to be at the party tonight, because she’s always hanging around the Redfield place with Jude, making Camilla’s life a living hell. Camilla swears that the only reason Laurel even dates Jude is to get back at her. Laurel wants Camilla’s head on a platter for some imagined injustice perpetrated on her in their freshman year when Camilla attended the spring formal with Laurel’s love interest. 

				“It’s so juvenile. I mean, he and I were just friends. Not my fault that he couldn’t stand her.” She shrugs, trying to be nonchalant, but her face is pure hostility. 

				We arrive at our destination, a mid-century-era mansion worthy of Architectural Digest. I note this aloud, and Camilla informs me that indeed the house has been featured in the magazine, and that Mrs. Redfield had the article framed and mounted in the foyer, where it’s the first thing visitors see when they walk through the door. Classy.

				It’s eight o’clock, early by wild-teenage-party standards, but already the winding driveway is lined with cars. Camilla eases around the haphazardly parked Mercedes, BMWs, Land Rovers, and the occasional Lambo, and pulls up to the five-car detached garage on the east side of the house.

				“I think my baby will be safe here. No one likes to get blocked in, so they don’t park this close to the house,” she says, and I smile inwardly at our shared motherly love for our cars. Suddenly I’m thinking of my own “baby,” of Spain, and of Javier. A wave of heartache crashes over me so intensely that I have to grip the armrest on the door to steady myself before exiting the car. I take a deep breath and follow Camilla down a stone path illuminated by twinkling string lights, and in through the front door. Sure enough, there’s the ostentatious framed article hanging on the wall. Camilla gives me a look: Told you so.


				We turn left and follow a long, dark hallway that opens up to a den. Bookcases full of leather-bound volumes line the walls. A fireplace across the room crackles and pops as flames leap skyward, dispersing the comforting aroma of burning wood throughout the house. A group of people sit on pillows on the floor, surrounding a coffee table. Others, engaged in hushed conversations, sit facing each other on leather sofas. The Pixies’ “Wave of Mutilation” plays on the sound system—a decidedly subdued tune for an allegedly raucous party. I had previously imagined that I would walk into blaring Rage Against the Machine.

				“There you are,” a silky-smooth voice purrs from behind us. We do an abrupt about-face, and instantly everything Camilla has told me about her boyfriend is validated. The first thing I see is a mass of sandy-blond curls. Then eyes the color of the Mediterranean on a calm, summer day meet mine. His petal-pink, bow-shaped lips, accentuated with high cheekbones and a cleft chin, flash a sly smile. His face is so beautifully symmetrical, that I wonder if he’s had cosmetic surgery, perhaps on his perfectly proportioned nose or on his creamy, clear skin. Then someone so remarkably similar in appearance walks up, and I know without a doubt that it’s his brother, Jude, and that these two were born with their celestial good looks.

			

			
				“Evie, I presume,” says Christian, taking my hand and kissing it in that long-gone, nineteenth-century, gentlemanly way that some find lame, but I find charming. Camilla must’ve forgotten to mention his sexy-as-hell British accent. I glance down from his face to his hands and notice the tribal tattoos snaking up both lean arms, momentarily hidden under the tight sleeves of his Ramones tee, and ending in black flames at the base of his neck. The tats give his rather effeminate face a decidedly harder edge. This guy is all rock-star divinity, for sure. I’m positive that my stare is awash with the awe of a star-struck teenager, so I force my gaze to Jude, who’s standing at Christian’s side and giving me a knowing smirk. I drop my eyes to the floor, immediately overcome with the blush inducing heat of embarrassment.

				“Oh, knock it off, Christian,” Camilla snorts, smacking him on the shoulder, and Christian scoops her up into his arms.

				“Do you mind if I steal her away for a while, Evie?” Christian asks with a conspiratorial wink. “Jude will show you around and keep you company.”

				Without waiting for a reply, Christian carries Camilla off toward a dark doorway on the opposite side of the room.

				“Don’t worry, Evie, it’ll only take a few minutes; it always does,” Camilla calls over Christian’s shoulder, squealing as he punishes her for the insult with a playful bite to the neck. They disappear into the darkness as I stand, hot-faced and blinking, at Jude, who rolls his eyes and sighs in exasperation.

				“I’m Jude, by the way.” He extends a hand out to me. “Sorry, those two are obnoxious. Obnoxiously in love, I guess. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

				He leads me across the room to where the group of tattooed, funky-glasses-and-all-black-wearing hipsters sit on the floor surrounding a table, snorting lines of some white powder that I assume is cocaine. They’re casually discussing their favorite unknown bands as if doing drugs is the most common thing in the world. Jude interrupts them and introduces me with my first name only, informing them that I’m new in town. The only greetings I receive are cool, dismissive head nods from a couple of the guys.

				Jude says to me as we walk away, “Those are Christian’s friends, and they’re pretty much all douche bags, so . . .” What he wants to say is “so don’t take their ignoring you personally.” But he’s too nice to say so. 

				He continues the tour of the house, stopping occasionally to introduce me to wandering partiers we happen upon—classmates at the Cross, Christian’s friends, and their McLean neighbors. They are all sipping alcohol, or dragging on joints, or popping varied-colored pills, or doing some combination of the three. I’m starting to realize that when the rich party, the drugs are a little more hard-core than the typical high-schooler’s fare.

			

			
				Our final stop is the crowded back terrace, where a DJ is busy spinning the latest top-forty hits, infusing them with funky beats as a sea of bodies gyrates to the booming bass. A tall, lanky blonde, with a snarl on her lips, marches up to us, and I take a large step backward for safety’s sake.

				“Jude! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

				“I was showing the new girl around,” Jude says, motioning to me. “Evie, this is Laurel, my girlfriend. Laurel—Evie, said new girl.” 

				“Hi,” I say, timidly offering her my hand. She ignores it and instead gives me an exaggerated once over.

				“Gucci Ready-to-Wear?” she asks, hands on hips, daggers shooting from her cold, gray eyes. I nod and, for some reason, I feel lame. She rolls her eyes as if to verify that, indeed, I am. “Come on, Jude, I’ve got someone I want you to meet.” 

				Jude gives me an apologetic shrug as she drags him back toward the house—so much for Jude keeping me company. 

				I wander over to a chest-high stone wall separating the terrace from the rose garden and prop myself against it, placing my chin in my palm. I watch as the party-goers dance to the DJ’s music, whooping and hollering in approval as he plays different songs they apparently like. 

				A feeling of sadness begins to creep up in me. I do not belong at this party, let alone in DC. I belong back in Spain with Javier, with Coralea, with the people and culture I’ve grown to love and respect. I do not want to be living in this shallow, soulless place. I realize that perhaps I no longer value the same things that American kids my age do, such as partying, fashion, and whose family has the most money. None of that matters to me in the least anymore. I don’t think it ever did, actually. Having traveled widely with my family, I’ve witnessed too much suffering in the world to ever believe that any of those things are important, regardless of how much the media here tries to make me believe otherwise. I’ve seen extreme poverty, firsthand. I’ve seen what not having enough food or clean water can do to small children. These experiences have given me a perspective on life that not many people my age have, or care to have. Yet, here I am in the very belly of the demon, participating like the sheep I apparently am. What would my socially conscious mother think of me becoming part of this crowd?

				“Why so serious?” someone suddenly says to me.

				Huh? I spin around, and I am at eye level with his hulking shoulders. I look up into curious eyes so light brown in color that they appear golden. His classically sculptured face is framed with dark, cascading curls, and the hint of a smile plays on his lips.

				“Excuse me?” I stammer, a bit stunned, both by the question and his handsome face.

				“Why so serious?” he repeats, but this time the smile escapes his lips and lights up his eyes. “I’ve been watching you for about ten minutes from down there,” he points toward the dance floor, “and you’ve been standing here the entire time with a huge frown on your face. So I thought I’d come up and make sure you’re okay, because you’re all alone.”

				“Thanks, but I’m fine,” I lie. I’m not going to tell a complete stranger my worries, especially this particular stranger. The way he’s staring at me so intensely with those strangely colored eyes makes me feel more than a little uncomfortable. But then I realize I’m staring right back at him.

			

			
				“Are you wearing colored contacts?” I murmur, distracted, and grimace when I realize I’ve spoken the words out loud. Sometimes my mouth has absolutely no filter, and I could kick myself for it. He laughs, as if sensing my discomfort.

				“No, they’re a trait passed down on my Italian side.” He gives me a kind smile and extends his hand. “I’m Alexander Bartolomeo.”

				“Camilla’s Xander?” I take his hand and give it a weak shake. I can’t take my eyes off his face; I really wasn’t expecting him to be so good-looking—or so darn charming, for that matter. Thanks for the warning, Camilla!

				“Yeah, I was hoping I would get to you before she could fill your head full of lies about me,” he laughs; but the look on his face makes me think he’s not joking.

				“Well, everything she’s told me has been good, so don’t worry,” I assure him with a smile. “I’m Evangeline Sweeney. Everyone calls me Evie.” 

				“Evie Sweeney,” he repeats slowly, nodding in approval. “Someone was a poet, huh?”

				“Yeah, my mother.” I look at the dance floor in an attempt to escape his relentless, intriguing eyes. I change the subject, nodding toward the dancers. “Great party.”

				“I guess so, if you’re into that sort of thing,” Xander says, moving next to me. He leans down and folds his massive arms over the wall.

				“You’re not?”

				“Nah. I just come to be Camilla’s DD. Every year she makes me come, but every year she ends up spending the night here with Christian. I have absolutely no idea why she makes me come to these stupid parties. She knows it’s not my scene.”

				“Why don’t you just say no, then, if these parties make you so miserable?” Again I grimace, because I didn’t intend for that question to sound so biting.

				“You have met her, haven’t you?” he asks, looking at me with a surprised expression. I nod, with a look that says so what? He continues, “Then you must realize that Camilla never hears the word no. Never. She has a way of charming anyone into doing anything she wants. She’s like a modern-day Siren or something.” 

				I consider that comparison for a moment and remember how she charmed the collective pants off my family members, so I know what he’s saying is probably true. 

				“She and Christian are quite the pair, both too charming for their own good,” Xander concludes harshly.

				While Camilla’s charms aren’t entirely lost on me, Christian’s most certainly are not. “Do you think they sit around and swap secrets on how to charm the pants off everyone? Maybe they even keep a book of charm secrets,” I muse, laughing.

				“Like, Charming for Dummies?” We both crack up at the thought of those two having secret discussions on how to take over the world, using nothing more than their unprecedented charm and charisma.

				“What’s so funny, you two?” asks Camilla, appearing suddenly behind Xander. We were so wrapped up in our conversation, and each other, that we didn’t notice her approaching. Her dress is a wrinkled mess, and she’s barefoot, but she has an unmistakable glow about her. I have to admit, I’m a little bit jealous. Okay, maybe a lot jealous. Christian saunters up behind her, wraps his arms around her waist, and buries his nose into her hair. She turns her head and kisses him on the lips. Do I ever feel like a voyeur right now. But I can’t help noticing how amazing these two look together, with her dark, exotic beauty and his golden, blue-eyed good looks. I glance over at Xander whose face turning a bright shade of red. He notices me staring at him and averts his eyes to the dance floor. Well, that was weird . . . and uncomfortable.

			

			
				“Oh nothing,” Xander finally answers, interrupting their kiss. 

				Camilla looks to me, then to Xander’s red face, then back to me. “Hmm, I’m glad you two found each other in this crowd. Saves me the time and trouble of introducing you.”

				“Well, hello there, Alexander,” says Christian, as if he hadn’t noticed Xander standing there the entire time. He lets loose of Camilla and lights up a menthol cigarette. The smell immediately nauseates me. “Can I get you a beer?” Christian cajoles Xander.

				“You know I don’t drink, Christian,” Xander says.

				“Oh right. What was I thinking?” Christian smirks. As his eyes narrow at Xander, my skin prickles as panic shoots through me. But then Christian’s face relaxes, and he turns his attention to me. “Well, have a good time, Evie. It was so very nice to meet you.”

				He gives me an obvious once-over with those incredible, blue eyes—a devilish grin tilting his mouth—then turns and walks off toward a group of people standing by the DJ table.

				Camilla glares at Xander. If looks could kill, Xander would be on the ground, dead, and Camilla would be under arrest. She exhales a deep breath. “I’m going to let the two of you get to know each other better. Evie, I’ll meet back up with you later. Okay?”

				I glance at Xander, who looks as if it is all he can do to keep his mouth shut. 

				“Sure,” I shrug.

				“Thanks.” She gives Xander a side-long glare and says, “I’ll deal with you later, mister,” and then runs off in Christian’s direction. 

				“What was that?”

				“That was Christian being a dick,” Xander answers, shaking his head in angered annoyance.

				“He seems okay to me,” I shrug, trying to diffuse the situation. Actually, I was worried that Christian was going to slug Xander, although it would’ve been an idiotic move on his part. Xander outweighs him by at least twenty pounds and is about five inches taller. One jaw-connecting punch from Xander would probably put Christian down for the count.

				“Really? Because I’m pretty sure he just checked you out right in front of his girlfriend.”

				“What? Nooo,” I answer, but I know he’s right, and I feel a twinge of guilt for having enjoyed Christian’s attention.

				“Don’t let the Prince Charming act fool you. He’s the stereotypical rock-band guy. It only makes it worse that he’s pretty. Girls seem to get stupid around the pretty boys,” he says, his voice dripping with contempt. I feel a little bit guilty—and silly—when I think about my initial reaction to Christian; how I’d been so mesmerized by that perfect face. However, I don’t understand why Xander keeps referring to Christian as a pretty boy, when Xander is just as good-looking, only in a more rugged way.

			

			
				“I’ve seen him out with other girls on more than one occasion,” Xander whispers, looking in the direction we last saw Camilla as if he’s afraid she might overhear that bit of information.

				“What?” I exclaim. “Have you told Camilla?”

				“No, and please don’t tell her. I don’t want to be the one to break her heart. She’s a pretty tough chick, which you’ll find out in time. But when it comes to Christian, she’s a completely different person—so fragile. It kills me to think what it would do to her to know that he plays around.”

				I see the worry and sadness in his eyes, and the idea dawns on me that perhaps Xander is in love with Camilla.

				“You really care about her, don’t you?” I give him a gentle pat on the shoulder. Looking into Xander’s conflicted face, I feel something stir in me, and I am taken aback momentarily, because it’s not something I’ve ever experienced before. I feel an overwhelming desire to protect him and I don’t know where it’s coming from. I swallow hard to calm the anxiety that the sensation causes in me.

				“Yeah. I’ve known her since we were babies. Our moms are best friends, and they practically raised us together,” says Xander, staring off into the distance to some faraway place, some long-ago time.

				“I can understand why you’d love her,” I say, dreamily contemplating the romanticism of being in love with someone you’ve known your entire life.

				“I do love her, but not in a romantic sense” he explains. “She’s like the sister I never had. Seriously, there are pictures of us as toddlers naked in a bathtub together.” Xander wrinkles his face into a grimace, then laughs. “I threaten to dig them up and post them on the Internet whenever she starts getting too bossy with me.”

				“Oh, that is just wrong,” I giggle. “I’d be mortified.” My mind’s eye produces an image of a panic-stricken Camilla viewing the scandalous pictures on a social-networking site, and it’s just too funny.

				“Yeah, but it is excellent ammunition against her,” he laughs, and I nod heartily in agreement. 

				The night air has grown cool and damp since I first came onto the patio with Jude. I shiver against the night breeze and wish I’d brought a cardigan to wear over the sleeveless dress. Xander removes his leather jacket and drapes it over my shoulders.

				“There you go,” he says, while making a big production of straightening the jacket’s collar. “It actually looks nice with that dress.”

				“Thanks.” I smile up at him. The jacket is still warm from his body heat, and I pull it tight around me. The combination of his woodsy cologne and the leather smells wonderful.

				“Would you like to sit down?” Xander asks as he motions toward an area of tables topped with votive candles.

				“I’d love to, actually. My feet are killing me,” I sigh, pointing down to the ridiculous stiletto pumps that I allowed Camilla to buy for me at Gucci.

				We talk for what seems like forever, sipping Diet Coke and people-watching. Occasionally, Xander points out people and gives me the 411 on them—their names, what they do, who they date, whether or not I’d find them interesting. According to Xander, ninety-five percent of students at Holy Cross are boring elitists. The other five percent are merely tolerable buffoons. In what I’ve discovered is his endearing, self-deprecating humor, he includes himself in the latter category. He tells me that if I want to meet interesting people, I’ll just have to go out to the clubs sometime with him and Camilla. He tells me that Christian’s band is neo-punk, and I’d meet all sorts of strange characters at their shows. As if on cue, Laurel and Jude walk up, hand in hand.

			

			
				“What are you doing here, Alexander?” Laurel asks, folding her arms across her ample chest. In an attempt to hide my lack of one, I pull the front of Xander’s jacket closed.

				“Hey, Xander!” Jude gives him an enthusiastic fist-bump. “Are you going to soccer practice tomorrow?”

				“Depends on how late Camilla keeps me out.” Xander shrugs. “I don’t think an eight a.m. practice is sounding too good right now.”

				“I hear you, brother,” Jude commiserates.

				“You didn’t answer my question, Alexander.” Laurel’s hands are on her hips, and the scowl on her face is the stuff of legends.

				“That’s because I was ignoring you, Laurel.” Xander finally turns his head to her, defiance narrowing his eyes. 

				Laurel crinkles her face at Xander. Her stone-gray eyes fall on me with the same horrid disdain. She huffs something under her breath and then abruptly turns and storms off, a plethora of obscenities filling the cool night air around her.

				“That’s a real peach you’ve got there, my friend,” Xander says to Jude as we watch Laurel stomp away.

				“Yes, I know,” Jude exhales. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, Xander. Evie, make sure this bloke makes it home. Camilla sure won’t.” Then Jude is gone, chasing after Laurel like a lost puppy as she weaves through the crowd.

				“What was that all about?” I ask, a little shell-shocked from the drama. “I feel like I’ve walked into an episode of ‘Gossip Girl.’”

				Xander guffaws long and hard, then looks at me with serious eyes. “That show can’t even come close to the craziness that goes on around here, Evie. There are definitely no saints at this Cross.”

				Yeah, I’m already starting to realize that.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 8

				Xander was right. Camilla did end up spending the night locked away with Christian in his room. I only saw her come out once to go to the kitchen. On her way back to his room, she glanced over at Xander and me sitting on the sofa in the family room and flitted me a look that said: go for it!—which I ignored. I found it distasteful that she left me alone with complete strangers, all of whom—save for Xander—were completely stoned off their rockers. But then again, I understand why she did it: for the love of a man. Who am I to judge?

				I find talking to Xander incredibly easy and enjoyable. He keeps the conversation light and polite, never asking me questions that might be considered too personal. We mainly discuss Washington, DC: the sights, the sounds, and all the cool things to do. He makes me promise to go out with him and Camilla as soon as I am settled in my new surroundings. I don’t discuss my life back in Spain, my relationship with Javier, or my recent dreams-slash-memories of my mother. I just want to enjoy his company and not end up a sobbing mess.

				Most of the party-goers have left by eight a.m. at which time Camilla finally pulls herself away from Christian and stumbles into the family room, where Xander and I still sit talking. To say she looks like she’s been hit by a Mack truck is an understatement. Her hair is knotted up in a mess on top of her head and her makeup is nonexistent, except for a smudge of mascara across her right cheek. She’s wearing a men’s Harvard Lacrosse t-shirt and, apparently, nothing underneath. She squints at us through heavy eyelids.

				“Hey, you two. I wondered if you’d stay all night.” She yawns and plops down on the chair next to the sofa.

				Xander grumbles and exhales a deep, long breath. “Oh, you really wondered, did you, Camilla?”

				She looks at him with wary eyes.

				“What?” she asks defensively.

				“Every damn year you make me come to this stupid party so I can presumably drive your drunk ass home, but every damn year you end up spending the night in Christian’s bedroom, and I’m left waiting on the off-chance that you might decide to go home because you get in a fight with him. At least this year you had enough common courtesy to bring along someone beautiful and interesting for me to talk with. Thank you. Thank you very much.” 

				For a second, I think I see steam rolling out of his ears, but I take the comment about me as a compliment.

				“Xander, you ass! I make you come so you can meet people, you pathetic jerk. So you can meet a girl.” She looks over at me and gives me a wicked wink. “Not so you can drive me around. Damn, who are you calling idiotic? You’re dense as hell!”

				“Jesus Christ, Camilla! I don’t need your help finding a girlfriend.” Xander’s face goes three shades of red, and I feel a twinge of sympathy for him.

			

			
				“Oh really? I don’t think the last one you had was such a gem, Xander. And you found her all on your own,” Camilla says, her expression smug.

				“Shut up, Camilla.”

				“I’m just sayin’.” She shrugs and stands up. Addressing me, she says, “I better get you home before your dad calls out the troops. I’ll get changed and be right back.”

				“He’s actually a sailor,” I yell after her as she bounds off toward Christian’s room. Xander bursts out laughing.

				“See what I mean about her?” he says, shaking his head. “She’s insufferable.”

				***


				Camilla drops me off at my house at noon. When I find my phone sitting atop my dresser, it’s chiming with the voicemail alert. Great. I snatch it from the dresser and the display is flashing three voice messages: two from Javier and one from Coralea. I listen to Cora’s first:

				“Hey, hooker. Just calling to check on you. Did you make it to DC safe and sound? Anyway, call me back a-sap. Just wanna make sure you’re okay. No news on this front, if you know what I mean. Later, babe.”

				The sound of Cora’s voice and her usual too-cool-for-you shtick make me smile. I click on Javier’s first message next:

				“Corazón, call me as soon as possible. I need to talk to you. Don’t text me. I need to talk to you about something.”

				I don’t know why, but a feeling of dread begins to work its way through me. Feeling the anxiety numbing my extremities, I click on the next message he’s left me:

				“Eva, I have something very important I need to tell you. Please call me as soon as you get this message. Where are you, anyway? Why don’t you have your cell phone on?” Then a moment of throat clearing followed by another moment of silence. “Bueno, I’ll talk to you soon.”

				I hit the call-back button, as panic grips me. What could possibly be so important that would make Javier, usually level-headed, sound so anxious? The call goes immediately over to his voicemail, and my heart sinks.

				“This is Javi. Leave me a message.”

				If I could kick myself right now, I would. How could I be so careless as to leave my cell phone at home on the first weekend away from Javier? I leave messages four more times before my grandmother calls us down for dinner. I’m guessing that he’ll call me back sometime late during the night, as there is a six-hour time difference between Madrid and DC. It is seven p.m. in DC right now which means it is one a.m. in Madrid. 

				We’re not allowed to have our cell phones at the dinner table, but when I hear the familiar ringtone coming from the direction of my bedroom, I promptly ask to be excused. Without waiting for an answer, I run up the stairs and slam the door behind me. I grab the phone and see that it’s not Javier calling. It’s an unknown number.

				“Hello?”

				“Hi, Evie. I see you made it home alive.” I recognize the voice; it’s Alexander Bartolomeo.

			

			
				“Yeah, finally. What’s up, Xander?” I hope I don’t sound too impatient—but I’m about to crawl the walls waiting for Javier’s call. “Wait. How did you get my number?”

				“Camilla got it from her dad,” he reveals, a bit defensive. “I guess your uncle gave it to her dad, so that she could contact you when you moved here. Something about showing you around and introducing you to people.” 

				“Oh, yeah,” I say, with an apologetic laugh.

				“Camilla and I are going to a club in DC tonight to watch Christian’s band. Want to come?” He sounds nervous, and I feel a little guilty. I may have given him the wrong idea last night. 

				“Thanks, but I’m waiting on an important phone call, so I should probably stay home tonight.” 

				“Really? Sounds like an excuse to me.” His voice is teasing, but I suspect he truly means it.

				“No, I promise you, I’m really am waiting on a call.” I laugh, trying to lighten the conversation and my stern tone.

				“Well, you have a cell phone, right?” Now it’s his turn to sound impatient.

				“Yeah.”

				“Then I don’t understand why you’d have to sit alone at home waiting for a phone call when you could just as easily answer it at the club,” he reasons. I know I’m defeated in this argument. “Besides, I need someone to talk to. Camilla will be all over the front of the stage giving the evil eye to all the other chicks swooning over Christian. She’s all about marking her territory at these shows.”

				I laugh at the visual of Camilla ardently defending her territory. It could be pretty entertaining for a Saturday night, and, true, I could take Javier’s call there. Although I don’t think he’d appreciate me being underage in a club with people I barely know, which brings me to my next, more pertinent argument.

				“I don’t have an ID,” I whisper into the phone, just in case one of the evil twins is eavesdropping at the door.

				“No worries, we’ve got it covered,” he answers, and I wonder what the hell he means by that. But I guess I’m going to find out sooner rather than later, because for some reason, I’m finding it difficult to say no to him. 

				“So,” he says, “what do you think? How about we pick you up in thirty?”

				“Oh, all right!” I sigh. “You win. See you in thirty.”

				“Awesome! See you then. Bye,” Xander says, sounding like an excited thirteen-year-old at a Comic-Con event, and he disconnects at his end.

				I go back down the stairs to the dining room where everyone is finishing their dinner. Grandma Winnie has started clearing the serving dishes. I ask Dad if I can go to out with Camilla and promise to be back by midnight, as we will be attending Sunday morning mass at five a.m. with Aunt Matilda and Uncle Calvin. Dad reluctantly agrees. I suspect he is doing everything in his power to make this adjustment more tolerable for me, although he may not necessarily agree with what I want to do. I feel grateful for his trust. 

				I run back up the stairs, spritz my curls with spray gel, and slip on my favorite dark-denim miniskirt and a gauzy, black, butterfly-sleeved blouse. I decide to wear black, strappy heels and use a heavier-than-usual hand while applying my makeup, hoping I’ll look twenty-one instead of like a pre-teen. The curse of having pale skin is that I can never tan, which makes me look years younger than I really am. The freckles don’t help. Neither does the flat chest.  

			

			
				As I’m finishing up, a car horn blares impatiently outside, and I peek out my window. Although the night is pitch black, I can still see Camilla’s BMW convertible, with the top up, in the driveway. I grab my iPhone, turn the ringtone up to full volume, with vibrate on, and stuff it into the miniskirt’s front pocket. There’s no way I’m going to miss Javier’s call this time. As I run to the front door, I yell “goodbye” in the general direction of the living room, where Dad and Grandma Winnie are watching reruns of America’s Most Wanted. I hear Dad say “Not too late, Evie,” as I slam the front door.

				Camilla’s tapping her fingers on the steering wheel and looking impatient when I get to the car. Xander is sitting in the back seat, texting.

				“Hey, guys,” I say as I close the car door. “I told my dad I’d be home by midnight.”

				“You’re kidding, right?” Camilla scoffs as she eases the BMW out of the driveway. She looks at me like I’m the biggest idiot she’s ever met, but I ignore the glare she’s giving me and shake my head. “Well, that’s not going to happen, so maybe you should text him later and say you’re going to be late. Make up some excuse, like we’re stuck in traffic. It won’t be a total lie. The show’s not even over until eleven thirty. There’s no way we’ll make it back in time.”

				“You know what?” Xander pipes up, and I turn to look at him. He’s sitting up straight and taking up the entire backseat with his head flush against the roof of the soft-top. It’s as if he’s one of those circus clowns in a tiny clown car. I’d laugh, except at the moment I’m too annoyed with Camilla. Instead, I give him a weak smile. He leans forward until his face is directly between Camilla and me, and I get a whiff of his cologne. He smells wonderful, like a meadow in a pine forest after a late-summer rain. No kidding. I inhale again, and he continues, “Why don’t we drop by my house. I’ll drive separately so I can leave a little earlier and bring Evie home on time. Jude and some other guys will be there for you to hang with after we leave.”

				“Whatever,” Camilla replies, her eyes narrowing at me. “That’s fine with me. I’ll probably stay at Christian’s house tonight, anyway.” Camilla shrugs, but the annoyance is obvious in her voice.

				“Shocker.” Xander retorts and flicks a smile at me. I mouth thank you to him.

				***


				Xander follows us into the city in his Land Rover. We find street parking—a miracle on a Saturday night in DC—just outside of Club Trinity. There’s a line of people wrapped around the block, mostly girls dressed in sparkly hooker attire. Camilla marches right up to the bouncers at the door—two tattooed, unusually large Asian men—and whispers something to the particularly burly one. She extends her hand to him, and he stamps the back of it. The three of us cross under the red-velvet rope he’s holding up, and the other bouncer stamps first my hand and then Xander’s. Cries of protest come from the line of people, who undoubtedly have been waiting for hours, and Camilla turns and sneers at them. Xander grabs her by the elbow, then wraps his left arm defensively around my shoulders and leads us inside.

				Systemic Purgatory is already on stage. There’s Christian in front playing his guitar and singing with a voice that doesn’t seem to match him at all. It’s a nice voice, but there’s no hint of the British accent whatsoever. He sounds smooth, like Marvin Gaye, even though he’s screaming through most of the song. Those magnetic, blue eyes of his fall on us, and a devilish grin tilts his mouth. Again, I have to remind myself that he’s Camilla’s boyfriend, but it’s hard—because seeing him up on stage thrashing on that guitar and wailing into the microphone, sweat beading on his face, dials up his hotness quotient by a thousand. I glance to my right, and Xander’s staring at me with a defeated expression. I flick my eyes away, feeling my face flush, because I know he’s caught me ogling Christian. Thankfully, Camilla didn’t. She’s too busy giving the stink-eye to a group of girls dancing right in front of the stage where Christian is standing. She makes a beeline to the stage and positions herself between the enemy and her man. Christian smiles and, when the song is over, he kneels down to kiss her on the forehead. I look around at all the frowning faces, and I know that every girl’s heart breaks—except mine, of course—when he does this.

			

			
				Xander places his hand on my back and motions toward a table at the front of the club, just to the right of the stage. I can barely hear what he’s saying, because Systemic Purgatory has started another hard-driving song; but I do make out the name Jude. That’s when I realize that I’m staring at the back of Jude Redfield’s curly, blond head, which is intermittently reflecting shades of the red, blue, and green lights blinking from the stage. Xander takes my hand, and we weave through the crowd, dodging lit cigarettes and undulating bodies. We join Jude and a group of five other boys at their table in a dark, smoky corner. Xander attempts to introduce me, but the band is too loud. I nod my head at each one (as if I’ve actually heard their names) and take a seat next to Jude. Xander sits to my left and scoots his chair in closer to mine. Jude’s friends look like they belong to a hipster biker gang, each wearing some version of the black leather jacket, vintage concert t-shirt, jeans, and black combat boots. Tattoos poke out from under pushed-up sleeves and unzipped jackets. A few of the guys have similar tattoos to Christian’s—the black lapping flames around the base of their necks. My hand goes down to my hip, where my own tattoo hides; but I alone know it’s there, and I alone know what it represents.

				After a few minutes of dancing and having every male in the place mesmerized, Camilla sashays over to the table, gives Jude a peck on the lips, and plants herself in his lap. As she whispers something in his ear, her right hand disappears under his open jacket and their eyes lock. Their faces are just inches apart, and he’s gazing at her with intense eyes. But then he grins from ear to ear, shakes his head, and tells her in a husky voice that she’s bloody twisted. Before she rises and moves to an empty chair across the table, she tells him she’s glad he left his bitch of a girlfriend at home. 

				“Actually, I tried to get her to come, Camilla, but she’d have nothing of it. She’s too much of a good girl to come here.” He scowls at Camilla and lights up a cigarette.

				“Oh please. The word good has no place in a statement describing Laurel-freaking-Danton, for Christ’s sake! She’s too much of a prude ass to come here, Jude. Don’t kid yourself,” Camilla snaps back at him as if she’s taken his comment as a personal attack on her own virtue.

				“Maybe that’s what I like about her. Did you ever think of that?”

				“If you want a ‘good’ girl,” Camilla signs air quotations with this phrase, “then date Evie. She’s not a complete bitch. Actually, she’s not a bitch at all.”

				I give her a look that I hope says shut up or I’ll kill you, but I don’t think it does, because she completely ignores me and continues the conversation as if I’m not even in the same zip code, let alone sitting right across the table.

			

			
				“But you’ll have to fight Xander for her.” She thumbs toward Xander, who’s intently watching Systemic Purgatory as if he can’t hear her big mouth. But the blush taking over his cheeks tells me otherwise. “He’s kinda crazy about her.”

				“I’m not fighting Xander for anything,” Jude laughs, but his eyes are serious. He takes a swig of his Heineken and coughs into his fist. “Because I’m pretty bloody sure he’d beat my arse.”

				I’m sitting here in my chair, frozen like a slab of granite, because I’m absolutely mortified by the conversation going on about me as if I’m not even in the same room. I start to open my mouth to verbalize the shut-up-or-die sentiment, but Camilla hops up out of her seat as if she’s sat on a thumb tack and had a delayed reaction.

				“Oh shit! I forgot! I have to make a quick call.” She rushes toward the side door, dialing her phone and plowing into annoyed people as she goes. I’m starting to believe that annoying is her defining personality trait.

				Xander gives me a look that says I’ll take care of this, and then gets up and follows her out. I’m guessing he did hear the whole humiliating conversation. Jude looks at me with a curious expression, and I notice the music has stopped.

				“Want a drink?” he asks, as his friends rise from their seats and head toward the bar.

				“Diet Coke, please,” I say with a smile. He laughs and tells me he’ll be right back. I watch him saunter up to the bar as if he’s done it a thousand times, and as if he’s old enough to be there. That’s when I feel a hand on my left thigh. I jump about a foot off the chair and whip around to my left. Christian’s face is just inches from mine. He’s wearing that now-familiar, devilish smile and eyes that are tearing me up from one end to the other.

				He leans closer and whispers into my ear, “Well, hello there, Evie.” His nose is brushing against my curls, and his breath is hot and wet on my ear. He smells of leather, sweat, and something completely animalistic—and irresistible. A shudder shoots through me, not necessarily for reasons that are unpleasant, and I force my body to be still against it. The last thing I need is for him to think I might be enjoying this attention. Although, there’s a slight possibility that I am; I’m just a little conflicted about it right now. “So glad you could come tonight,” he says.

				I notice the slightest bit of emphasis on a particular word, as he moves his hand up my thigh. I yank my chair away from him, and his hand falls off my leg. He purses his lips, and then gives me another wicked grin. 

				“Playing hard to get, eh? I dig it. Women are constantly throwing themselves at me: teenagers, cougars—hell, even horny old grandmothers. But I rather like the excitement of the chase. Well played, Evie.” He traces an imaginary pattern down my arm with his index finger, but suddenly it’s gone, because there’s a body between us. It’s Xander.

				“I think it’s time for you to go back to work, Christian,” he snarls, but I can’t see Xander’s face. All I can see is the outline of his broad back through his shirt and the layers of golden-brown waves falling to the nape of his neck. “Wouldn’t want Camilla to walk back in just now, would you?”

				“Al-ex-zander. Ever the knight in shining armor coming to the rescue of the damsel in distress. Oh, Evie would be in distress all right, if she were ever to go home with me. But I’m quite positive she’d enjoy it. Just ask Camilla,” he says and leans over to wink at me from around Xander’s massive frame.

			

			
				Xander crouches down over Christian, dwarfing him. In a dangerously low, controlled voice, Xander says, “I said get lost, Redfield. You’d better go.” Xander moves aside, showing him the way with a sweep of his arm.

				Christian looks up, and I follow his gaze across the room to the door where Camilla stands, looking like a dark angel in a white-and-silver, strapless mini dress. She’s deep in conversation with a handsome African American man, her head thrown back in laughter. I glance back at Christian and Xander. They’re both staring at her with admiring eyes and slacked jaws, and who could blame them? She belongs on the cover of a Victoria’s Secret catalogue, not slumming it here with us in this dank, sorry-excuse-for-a-club in DC. 

				Christian must’ve caught Xander’s stare because he says to me, “You know the reason he hates me so much, don’t you? It’s because he wants her all for himself.” Then he gets up and heads back to the stage, leaving Xander red-faced and slumped in his chair.

				“Is that true?” I ask him. For some bizarre reason, I’m feeling the familiar sting of jealousy.

				“I promise you, it’s not true,” he says, looking me square in the eyes. “She is a beautiful girl, no doubt about that, but we’re just friends. It’s all we’ve ever been, and it’s all we ever will be. End of story.”

				“Okay,” I say, but I have the distinct feeling there’s more to the story than what Xander—or Camilla, for that matter—want me to know. But why should I care? I’ve got a handsome man of my own waiting for me back in Spain: Javier! I manage to dig the cell phone out from my pocket, certain that I’ve missed hearing or feeling it ring, but I’m wrong. There are no missed calls. I sink down in my chair just a bit and make a big production of checking the phone’s clock. It’s eleven o’clock, time for me to go home. I look at Xander, and our eyes meet. He seems to read my mind, because he rises and extends his hand to me. I take it just as Jude and his friends return to the table. He places my can of Diet Coke down in front of me.

				“Oh thanks for the drink,” I say, “but I just realized that I’ve got to get going or I’ll miss curfew. I’m sorry.”

				“No worries,” Jude shrugs. He leans in and kisses me on the cheek. Xander’s hand tightens around mine, and I look up into his face. He’s glaring at Jude with a mixture of wariness and irritation. “Whoa there, big guy, I’m just saying goodbye,” Jude says, flipping his palms up defensively. Xander shakes his head and laughs, his expression easing and his body relaxing.

				“Should we tell Camilla that we’re leaving?” I ask, and our gazes flick in the direction we last saw her. She’s now sitting on a bar stool surrounded by at least six guys, all attentively listening to some story she’s animatedly telling—so much for defending her territory. Xander shakes his head, but his face is strangely void of emotion, as if he’s trying to hide any tell-tale sign of what he’s thinking—or feeling.

				“Nah, she’ll be fine,” he says, then turns to Jude. “Watch out for her, will you? Don’t let her get too wasted. You know what can happen.”

				“All right,” Jude sighs and throws his hands up. Pointing at Xander, he says, “But you owe me, big-time.”

			

			
				“No, I’m pretty sure you still owe me for that time in Ibiza,” Xander retorts.

				“No, mate, you owed me for that time in London. Remember?” Jude says. “London cancels out Ibiza.”

				“Oh Jesus! I totally forgot about that,” Xander exclaims, slapping his palm to his forehead.

				“Thought so,” Jude says, triumphant.

				“I don’t know what you two are talking about,” I say, “but can we please go before I get grounded for the rest of my life?” I’m losing my patience, not because I might lose my freedom if I don’t get home ASAP, but because I feel so out of the loop.

				“Sorry,” they chime in unison. I wave goodbye to everyone at the table, and Xander leads me through the crowd by the hand.

				Just before we walk out the door, I pause to look over my shoulder at the stage. There’s Christian, wearing a smirk and waving at us. He says into the microphone, “This one’s for Evie,” and starts playing Slash’s guitar solo at the beginning of “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” The crowd goes wild, and I catch Xander flipping Christian the finger as we exit the club. But I say nothing, and neither does he. 

				On the way home, I profusely apologize to Xander for making him leave the show early as I obsessively check my phone for missed calls or text messages from Javier—still nothing.

				“Listen, Evie,” Xander says, “I want to apologize for what happened back there with Christian. He has absolutely no boundaries.”

				“It’s okay,” I say with a shrug. But his description of Christian has got me wondering. “What do you mean, he has no boundaries?” 

				“I mean that he doesn’t care who he hits on, or takes to bed, for that matter. That’s why Camilla doesn’t have any female friends. They’ve never said no to him.”

				“Oh,” I say, and I feel a crumb of sympathy for Camilla—until I remember her own behavior in the club. “I’m not justifying Christian’s actions, but I think the road goes both ways with those two. I mean, Camilla was a little more than just friendly with Jude. She was overly friendly with all the guys, really.”

				“She’s just friends with Jude. I think she likes to flirt with other guys to make Christian jealous, or maybe to give him a taste of his own medicine.” Xander’s voice is a little on edge, and I feel as though I’ve hit a nerve with him. “But who knows, Camilla loves being the center of attention—as if you couldn’t tell—and she doesn’t always command Christian’s undivided attention. So I think she tries to find it elsewhere, especially when she’s feeling particularly vulnerable. Actually, Jude would be a lot better boyfriend for her than that jackass Christian.”

				I’m wondering where all Xander’s hostility is really coming from. Do most teenage guys really care that much about their friends’ love life? Granted, Xander and Camilla have known each other since infancy, but it’s more than a little weird to me.

				“Do me a favor and don’t say anything to Camilla about what happened tonight.” Xander looks at me with an expression that’s a cross between pleading and demanding. “I don’t know if I can deal with her having a meltdown right now.”

				“Yeah, sure. I don’t want to cause any problems for anyone. Besides, it really wasn’t a big deal at all. I figured it was just Christian being Christian.”

			

			
				“Thanks, Evie,” Xander says, and I finally get a smile from him. “But he really needs to learn some manners.”

				“True.” I shrug. “Speaking of manners, what was that little gesture about when we left?” He looks at me with a confused expression. “You know, the universal sign for I love you—not?”

				“Oh,” Xander says, shaking his head. “That.”

				“Yeah, that. What was that about?”

				“I don’t think I should say anything.” Xander says, tightening his grip on the steering wheel of the Land Rover with both hands.

				“You don’t have to,” I say, and look out the car window. “What were you guys talking about with all the who-owes-who stuff?” 

				Xander hesitates as if he’s contemplating what to say next. “Well, we usually go on some type of summer get-away together. By we, I mean all of us: Jude, Christian, Camilla, whoever Jude’s dating, basically the whole group. And invariably, some crazy crap goes down that requires favors to be made. Honestly, the favors usually involve pulling strings to get people out of jail. And by people, I mean Camilla and Christian. Those two on a trip together is a total buzz-kill.”

				“Why?”

				“Because they fight like crazy.”

				“Really? Seems like they get along great to me.”

				“That’s because they’re not together for long periods of time here. On trips, they’re stuck together in the same hotel room, airplane, train—you get the idea. They are both insanely jealous of each other, so if they aren’t fighting each other, they’re usually fighting complete strangers on the other’s behalf. It’s really annoying. As a matter of fact, next trip, I think we’re leaving them at home.” Xander laughs, but his eyes don’t. I’m having a hard time understanding why he even hangs out with them, if they’re such a pain in his ass, other than the obvious fact that he seems to be constantly on body-guard duty for Camilla.

				“We’re lucky we know people in government in a few countries, or they’d have a record a mile long. They’d probably still be in jail in London if it weren’t for Jude calling their uncle, who’s in the parliament, to get them out of that mess. They trashed an entire pub. I called in a favor to my cousin to get them out of trouble in Ibiza. Of course, we enjoy diplomatic immunity here in the States.”

				“You do?” I am amazed by this, but then I remember that their parents are diplomats and ambassadors from England, Colombia, and Italy. “So that’s why you got to walk into Club Trinity with no questions asked.”

				“Well, that and Camilla knows the bouncers.”

				“Of course she does,” I say, trying to keep my voice even.

				“Anyway, we’re definitely going on one last trip next summer before college. I guess it’ll be our last hurrah,” Xander says, turning to me. “Maybe you could go with us. We’re either going to Greece or the Costa del Sol in—”

				“Spain.” I finish his sentence with a sigh. I close my eyes against the tightening in my chest and take a deep breath, which lessens the pain—for now. “Yeah, maybe I’ll go.”

			

			
				I know I won’t though, because as soon as my last day of school is done, I’m on the first plane back to Spain, back to my Javier. I’m picturing him now as he was on the deck of the Falcon, hair shiny and black, skin dark and smooth, white shirt billowing out around him in the wind exposing the grooves of his chiseled waist. And that devastating smile! No one can even come close to him in the looks department, but his sweet demeanor is what keeps me rapt. 

				When I feel the car slow down and take a sharp turn, I open my eyes and see that we’ve arrived at my house. Xander pulls the Land Rover to the top of the driveway and cuts the engine. We sit in silence for a few moments, and then Xander turns to me.

				“Evie, I had a great time hanging out with you tonight. I hope what happened doesn’t keep you from going out with us again.”

				“No way. I had a great time, too. It’s nice that I’ve met people with connections,” I say with a secretive whisper, “you know, who can get me into cool clubs without ID. God only knows what other illegal activities we might enjoy together.”

				Xander laughs. “Yeah, I guess we should’ve warned you before taking you there.”

				“It’s okay, really.” I smile at him. He’s staring back at me with an oddly familiar expression. There’s a wealth of emotions behind that expression, but I’m unable to decipher a single one. “Well, guess I’d better get inside and let you go home.”

				I start to open the car door with my right hand, but Xander grabs my left arm and pulls me back. Caught off guard, I turn to him and he’s leaning toward me. I know he’s going to plant a kiss on my lips. But before he can, I snap my head to the right and his kiss lands on my cheek, where his mouth lingers for a moment. To my utter dismay, my entire body goes warm with the touch of those soft lips. When he sits upright again, I turn back to him.

				“Xander, I think you should know that I already have a boyfriend.”

				“Of course you do,” he says with a weak smile. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

				“Thanks for the ride,” I say as I exit the Land Rover. 

				***


				I’m having a difficult time falling asleep because my mind is racing with what happened tonight—the incident with Christian at the club, and my final awkward interaction with Xander. I’m completely overwhelmed by feelings that I shouldn’t be having. If I’m in love with Javier, why did I find Christian so irresistible? Why does Xander’s touch make me melt? Perhaps out of guilt, I continue obsessively checking my cell phone for messages from Javier. There are none, which is making my anxiety level worse. I’m starting to fear that something has happened to him. These thoughts follow me as I finally drift off to sleep. I force my eyes open to look at the clock one last time before sleep overpowers me. It’s three a.m.

				I’m relieved when I begin to dream, and it’s not my mother’s face I see, but Javier’s. Finally, a night without my mother attacking me in my dreams. I am back in Spain, just outside my house, and the sky is the brilliant, clear blue that only Andalusia knows. The wind is furious, despite the absence of clouds above. I’m standing on the path leading to the beach that I’ve taken so many times to meet Javier, my hair whipping around me in the wind. I head down the path, brushing the swaying sea grass with my palms as I go. Javier’s sitting there in our usual spot in the sand, facing the ocean. Something out of the corner of my eye catches my attention, and I turn my gaze to the left. There’s a wall of water at least fifty-feet high rushing toward us. I scream for Javi to run, but he doesn’t. I close my eyes just before the tidal wave hits him, but when I open them again, he’s still sitting there, and the water is calmly lapping at his feet. I take a step in the sand, but as I try to cross the beach to him, my feet become heavy, as if weighted down in quicksand. I fight harder to reach him, but my legs won’t cooperate. I’m yelling now for him to help me, but he doesn’t even turn to look at me. I reach him finally and collapse down on the sand, heaving as if I’ve been struck by an asthma attack. 

			

			
				“Javi!” I scream around the breaths I’m trying to suck in. “Why didn’t you help me?”

				“I can’t help you, Eva,” he says, keeping his eyes trained on the water. “I can’t help you at all. I never could.”

				“What are you talking about, Javi?” I say, moving closer to him. He slowly turns toward me and puts his hands to his lovely face. I look up, and his eyes are hollow, black orbs sunken back into his skull.

				“I’m talking about this,” he says and proceeds to rip the flesh from his cheeks. It falls off in bloody chunks to the sand between us. I watch as he continues pulling at his face—now a twisted mess of exposed muscles, teeth, and bone—and I scream louder than I think I ever have in my life.

				“Wake up!” I tell myself and pinch my arm hard, but I have to do it several times before my mind complies. When I finally wake up, I find myself in a sweaty, balled-up mess, gasping for air. The blankets are tangled around me, and as I reach for my cell phone on the nightstand, I nearly fall out of the bed. Still no phone calls or text messages from Javier. What is going on with him? I have to figure something out, or this anxiety is going to kill me. 

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 9

				The first day of school is dark and rainy. I find myself longing for the warmth of the Spanish sun—and Javier’s arms. Camilla and I drive together to the Holy Cross Preparatory Academy in Georgetown. When we pass the building, my skin crawls. It’s an imposing, gothic, grey-stone structure surrounded by a driveway of red bricks. I hold my breath as Camilla slams her BMW into a tiny open spot between two Mercedes near front of the student parking lot. So close! We exit the car, umbrellas deployed, and as we approach the ancient mahogany doors, I get the eerie sensation that someone is watching me from the front windows. Camilla shouts a quick hello to some kids standing outside passing a cigarette between them. They eye me curiously, but then they turn back to their conversation without greeting me. Their noses are firmly affixed in the air.

				The interior is not any friendlier than the façade. The hallways are dimly lit by hanging fluorescent lights, and it’s unbelievably cold and damp, despite the fact it’s the third week of August. Also, the distinguishable odor of mildew, thick and heavy, permeates the air. What is all the fuss about this school that makes everyone want to go here? It’s nasty and creepy—but what do you expect from a school that’s been here since the mid-nineteenth century? I say goodbye to Camilla and head to my first class in Room A102. 

				The first two periods, AP Psych and Finite Math, are uneventful, but then I walk into English Lit, and there’s Xander sitting at one of the desks in the back of the room, looking adorable in the school uniform: khakis, white shirt, navy blazer, and a maroon-navy-yellow-striped necktie. Our eyes meet, and he waves me over to the open desk next to him. I hesitate for a moment. I actually consider turning around and walking out, but I go ahead over to him and take the seat. For some reason, my heart is racing. I don’t like the way he makes me feel—all jittery, excited, and hyper-aware. Because of my unexpected reaction to him, I don’t trust myself at all with Xander. There’s only one person who’s ever made me feel like this, and I’m disturbed, and shocked, that someone else can have the same effect on me as my Javier.

				“So, you lucked out,” says Xander with a broad smile, oblivious to the storm of emotions going on inside me.

				“How’s that?” I ask, fumbling through my bag for a pen. But really I’m just buying time to calm myself before I dare look into his golden eyes.

				“You have a class with me, of course.” Xander leans over and hands me a pen. I catch a whiff of him—his cologne, or deodorant, or something—and he smells absolutely amazing. 

				“Of course.” I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant, but inside I’m a nervous wreck. I snatch the pen from him, and he gives me a sheepish grin; but I flit my eyes away before they can lock on his.

				I finally start to calm down once the teacher, Mr. Connor, begins lecturing on “The Summoner’s Tale” from The Canterbury Tales, which could lower anyone’s pulse rate and lull them into a sleep-trance, thanks to Connor’s monotone voice and the rhythmic meter of the poem. Once I feel the blush draining from my skin, I sneak a couple of glances over at Xander. He’s nodding off, with his chin propped in the palm of his hand. I cough out a little laugh, and my hand goes quickly to my mouth. A couple of kids turn around to glare at me. (Well, excuse me. Did I personally offend Chaucer or something?) But Xander doesn’t notice. I think he’s snoring over there and looking pretty darn cute doing it.

			

			
				After English Lit, I tease Xander for dozing in class, then I say goodbye and walk alone to Econ. I’m not sure why, but as I’m meandering to the next class, my thoughts are on Spain and Javier. When I close my eyes, I see the sunset painted sky, streaked purple and pink, hanging over the ocean. I hear the melodic strains of Javier’s guitar. It was my last night with him in Marbella, and the bittersweet scene plays over again in my mind. I’m so focused on the memory that I’m completely oblivious to the students rushing past me in the hall, until one runs into me and nearly knocks me on my back. When I look up, Laurel’s glaring at me.

				“Watch where you’re going, newbie,” she growls. “Christ, they should screen for stupidity before allowing people into this school.” She and her friends laugh as if they’ve just heard the most delightful thing ever. Without so much as a second glance at me, they turn and continue on down the hall. Guess I just met the Holy Cross mean-girls.

				I pop into the ladies room to check myself in the mirror after my collision with Laurel, so I have to double-time it in order to arrive on time to class. I beat the tardy bell by only seconds. I hurry to an empty desk next to Camilla just as the bell sounds.

				“Why are you late?” Camilla whispers and teeters over in her seat toward me.

				“I’m not.”

				“Ladies, may I have your attention please?” Ms. Lawrence interrupts us with a disapproving glare. The entire class turns to stare. Public humiliation is one means of effectively silencing a teen girl, and it always works on me—I bite my bottom lip and sink down in my seat as blood burns in my cheeks. Thanks a lot! I mouth at Camilla.

				“Thank you, ladies. Now, I am going to divide you up into groups, and I want you to brainstorm ideas for cutting government spending.”

				A loud, collective groan rises up in the classroom, followed by a few scattered giggles. I know what all the fuss is about. Group projects are never a favorite assignment. They simply take too much time outside of class to complete, and coordinating after school schedules for meetings is almost always impossible.

				“Come on, it won’t be that bad,” the teacher counters. “You’ll get to design your very own economic stimulus plan.” Ms. Lawrence sounds excited, but her words draw more mumbled protests, boos, and hisses from the students.

				The teacher can barely hold back her laugh. She places a manicured hand up to her mouth to hide the smile widening across her face. It’s odd for someone so good-looking and stylish to be an economics teacher. Aren’t they usually old, bald guys wearing annoyingly thick glasses and horribly outdated Sears-brand suits? Ms. Lawrence can’t be much older than twenty-five. She’s dressed in an ivory turtleneck sweater dress and brown, knee-high leather boots. Her light-blonde hair is tied back in a sleek, low knot. She’s definitely more of a Ralph Lauren model than a boring econ teacher. I guess I can be thankful for one thing about the Cross: although it’s technically a Catholic school, it employs civilian teachers instead of nuns. I never had much luck with nuns—I was always getting erasers lobbed at my head at my previous schools. Apparently, nuns hate it when you fall asleep in their class, or don’t do homework, or chew gum. The list of nun pet-peeves is endless, actually.

			

			
				“Come on guys, get it together.” Ms. Lawrence waits patiently as the class quiets down. “Are you about finished? Are we ready to continue?”

				There’s a scattering of head-nods as students slump down in their desks, clearly defeated.

				“Now here’s what we’re going to do,” Ms. Lawrence continues as she sits on the edge of her desk. “After I break you up into groups, I want each group to write down ideas for programs in which the government can cut spending. Then outside of class, I want you to do research on exactly how much the government spends on these programs.” She points her finger at all of us. “I also want you to make well-crafted arguments supporting why you chose the programs you did, and why you believe these programs are dispensable. Then, once you figure up how much money we would save by eliminating or reducing these programs, I want you to propose how we should use the money we have saved.” More soft groans erupt from the students. “You will present this as a group to the class, using PowerPoint, in three weeks. Any questions?”

				A dark-haired boy in the front of the class raises his hand. 

				“Yes, Marcus?”

				“How many programs should we identify, Ms. Lawrence?”

				“I would like a minimum of four programs. Because there will be four group members, each person could be responsible for gathering information on a particular program and then making the required arguments. You can choose as many as you’d like,” she says, “but keep in mind, I want thorough research and logical, convincing arguments in support of your choices. Any more questions?”

				Silence from the students. Ms. Lawrence begins reading off group names from a piece of paper.

				“The first group consists of Evangeline Sweeney, Camilla San Sebastian, Laurel Danton, and Olivia Wright.” 

				I turn to Camilla and smile as Ms. Lawrence continues to call the next group’s members. Camilla frowns and rolls her eyes. I shrug, not knowing why she looks so unhappy to be in the group with me.

				“Laurel and Olivia!” Camilla hisses under her breath. “This is going to be hell!”

				Holy Mary. I completely missed seeing Laurel in the class when I rushed through the door. I look to the front of the room and there she is glaring back at us. The dark haired girl sitting next to her must be Olivia; I recognize her as one of the girls from the hallway incident. I’ve never met Olivia, but Camilla’s told me all about her, mainly that she’s Laurel’s loyal toady. I have a feeling that the next three weeks are going to be excruciatingly long. That is, if we make it through three weeks. The way Camilla’s scowling, her face turning dark crimson, our survival is questionable.

				“Class, break up and find your group mates. I want to hear some serious discussions. Come on, chop-chop!” Ms. Lawrence advises and claps her hands for emphasis.

			

			
				“Oh, man. Come on,” Camilla grumbles as she grabs her books and stands up from her desk. She heads toward the front of the class where Laurel and Olivia are still glaring back at us. 

				I cringe and reluctantly follow her. I have the feeling that I’ll be spending the last twenty minutes of class playing referee among these three. I absolutely hate confrontation of any kind—unlike Camilla, who seems to welcome it. She slams her books down on the vacated desk directly behind Olivia, causing a rush of air and an ear-splitting bang! Laurel gives Camilla a scowl and looks to Olivia, who rolls her eyes and shakes her head.

				“Let’s get this over with,” Camilla huffs. 

				“Please! The sooner, the better!” Laurel snaps, her voice pure vitriol.

				We open our notebooks and grab our pens almost simultaneously, which I find strangely humorous. Ms. Lawrence strolls among the groups scattered around the classroom and glances over at us with a raised brow. And with that look I know that she’s purposely put Camilla, Laurel, and Olivia together. What is she thinking? Why are adults constantly trying to make kids become friends from the time of preschool play dates on through to high school sports and clubs? Don’t they know that some kids are just not meant to be together? 

				We manage to make it through the class without throwing any punches or pulling each other’s hair, which is a major feat. We’ve decided on Medicaid, the prison system, NASA, and military spending as the four programs needing some budget cuts. We agree to work on the project this evening and decide to meet at Laurel’s house in Falls Church. So after school, Camilla and I hop into the convertible and follow Laurel to her house.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 10

				Camilla fills me in on the Danton-family story on our way to Laurel’s house. Laurel is the great-granddaughter of J.P. Danton, the founder of Danton Bank and Trust Co., one of the largest and oldest savings and loans in the eastern United States. According to Camilla, Laurel’s family also has real estate and business investments dating back to the founding of the country. The family is the epitome of East Coast old money. Her extended family is often mentioned in the society sections of several newspapers. Laurel’s father is a judge, and her mother is a corporate attorney. Because of her parents’ busy careers, Laurel and her two older brothers were, for the most part, raised by nannies.

				Camilla eases the BMW into the Danton’s driveway just as Laurel and Olivia are climbing out of Laurel’s Mercedes convertible. I’m not surprised by the grandiosity of the Danton home; it is most fitting for a family of the American aristocracy. We follow Laurel up a long walkway to the plantation-style mansion, its front porch footed by massive white pillars in the traditional Georgian architectural style. 

				We pass by two gardeners who are trimming the shrubbery and topiary. By the looks of them, they’ve had one busy day working outside in the oppressively humid Virginia heat.

				“Hola, Señorita Danton,” one of the gardeners waves to Laurel.

				“Hola, Miguel. Hola, Ramón,” Laurel smiles and waves back. She stops on the porch steps. “You’re not working too hard, are you?”

				“No, Señorita, no,” says the tall man named Ramón.

				“Well, come in and have some lemonade if you’re thirsty. Maggie will get it for you.” 

				“Gracías, Señorita Danton,” the gardeners reply in unison, nodding toward Laurel in a gesture of respect.

				“De nada,” Laurel waves dismissively and turns to the door. I am stunned that Laurel would converse in such an open and caring manner with the hired help. Maybe she isn’t as much of a rich, spoiled brat as Camilla has made her out to be. Indeed, most wealthy people don’t invite the gardeners in for lemonade.

				We enter the house through large, double doors. I marvel at the size of the foyer and the beautiful dark-stained pine floors. Varied pieces of antique furniture, topped with fresh flowers, line the rotunda. To my right, in the next room, are a long dining table and an elaborately carved wood buffet. The room to my left has a fireplace, a large decorative area rug, and cream-colored couches covered with William Morris-style patterned throws. A massive mahogany staircase, leading up to the second floor, arches in front of us.

				“This way,” Laurel says as she starts up the grand staircase. We follow her down a long hall to the third door on the right. I wince when she opens her bedroom door. The entire room looks like hundreds of bottles of Pepto-Bismol have exploded over every square inch. The carpet is the most nauseating color of pink I’ve ever seen. The queen-sized poster bed is white and covered in pastel-pink and green floral motif bedding. The posters are draped with pink netting. The room is as big as a master bedroom, complete with a bath suite. There’s a cream-colored desk in the far corner and two petal-pink, floral chaise lounges near a large window.

			

			
				“Like pink much?” Camilla snorts.

				“Okay, ignoring you now,” Laurel dismisses Camilla’s jab with a raised palm.

				We drop our bags on the floor next to the bed and stretch out on the lush, pink carpet. Laurel reclines on one of her chaises.

				“I am so freaking tired,” she sighs.

				“I can agree with that,” Camilla says flatly.

				“Why don’t we just chill for a little bit and then start the project?” Olivia chimes in cheerfully.

				“Fine,” we agree and relax in silence for a few moments. The only sound is the distant buzzing of a Weed Eater somewhere on the estate grounds.

				“Have you met Emily Cauldwell?” Laurel asks me, as she turns on her side to face us.

				“The cute, blonde cheerleader in Spanish class?” I say, picturing the petite girl in her cheerleading uniform, her hair neatly tied in a ponytail with a huge maroon bow. She’s the quintessential girl-next-door.

				“Yeah, well she tried to kill herself last summer because of Xander.”

				“She took an overdose of her mom’s sleeping pills, but they pumped her stomach in the emergency room and saved her,” Olivia continues apathetically.

				“What? Come on, no one knows for sure if that’s really true. It’s not fair to blame Xander,” Camilla objects with a frown. “It’s just a rumor, Evie, and I’m pretty sure I know how it got started.” Camilla glares at Laurel.

				“Whatever, Camilla. Xander used Emily and then dumped her. Two days later, she’s in the hospital because she tried to commit suicide.” Laurel smirks and crosses her arms in a gesture of certainty. “He’s known for that, you know, getting what he wants and then dumping the girl. It’s nothing new for Xander. Ask her,” Laurel thumbs toward Olivia, who drops her eyes and nods in agreement.

				“Oh please!” Camilla rolls her eyes. 

				What’s this? It’s Camilla’s turn to stand up for Xander? I’ve only ever seen the reverse: Xander sticking up for Camilla. 

				“Wow—that’s rather sad,” I say. I can’t imagine trying to kill myself over a boy; some people are so melodramatic. However, I do like Emily; she seems nice. The vindictive tone in Laurel’s voice is obvious, and I’m wondering why she feels so vicious toward the girl. Jealousy, perhaps?

				“More like sadly pathetic.” Laurel wrinkles her nose.

				“Anyway, who is this mysterious Spanish boyfriend of yours?” Olivia inquires with an innocent face. The question takes my breath away. I didn’t think anyone at the Cross knew about Javier. My surprise must show on my face.

				“Oh, everyone knows everyone else’s business at Holy Cross. You might as well just give us the details.” Laurel appears to have more of an agenda than just a casual curiosity.

				“His name is Javier.” I’m pained just saying his name. I miss him horribly every day. “He likes to be called Javi,” I cringe, immediately regretting giving away even that much information about my love.

			

			
				“I’ve got an idea, let’s google him!” Laurel jumps up from her floral chaise and skips to her desk across the enormous bedroom. She flips open her laptop and types her password. We pull ourselves up from our comfy spots on the lush carpet and follow Laurel over to her computer. “Now, what’s his full name?”

				“I don’t know about this.” I hesitate because I’m acutely aware that I might not like what I find on the internet. “I feel like I’m invading his privacy, or worse, spying on him.”

				“Seriously? Have you never googled someone you know?” Laurel’s blue eyes widen with disbelief.

				“Well . . . no.”

				“I google myself on a daily basis,” Olivia offers.

				“You would,” Camilla snorts. “It’s called ego-surfing for a reason.” 

				Olivia pretends to ignore her, but her bright-red face gives away her embarrassment.

				“Full name, please.” Laurel really won’t take no for an answer, I know that.

				“Javier Rodrigo y Santos de la Cruz,” I answer as Laurel types. The occasion to speak his full name is so rare that I actually enjoy the way it rolls off my tongue in that imperfect peninsular accent I’ve acquired over my four short years in Southern Spain. I’m glad to have the opportunity to say his name aloud, whatever the consequence may be.

				“Wow, that’s a mouthful,” Camilla notes.

				“Like Camilla San Sebastian isn’t?” Olivia laughs, and Camilla simply glares back at her. Her facial expressions are worth thousands of words. Olivia smartly drops her eyes to the floor.

				“Oh my God, there’s, like, over two thousand hits!” Laurel scrolls down the screen and clicks on a link with a more recent date. A page opens from Hello! Magazine titled “Annual Spanish Royal Ball Brings Royals and European Celebrities to Madrid.” This can’t be a story about Javi, but for some reason, I start to feel uneasy. 

				Laurel clicks the Gallery link and a page of captioned pictures pops up—each a photo of a beautiful European couple. I’m not familiar with most of the people in the photos, but do recognize a few Spanish actresses and actors. My heart skips a beat. At the bottom of the page is a picture of a tall, handsome man in a navy blue uniform, someone I recognize without question: Javier. A stunning blonde in a beautiful golden-hued gown stands next to him. The caption reads: “Marques of Córdoba Javier Santos de la Cruz, 19, fifteenth in line to the Spanish throne, and Italian Countess Annalisa Giordano, 22.”  They’re smiling, arm in arm, looking exquisite. The photo is dated July 21, the week he was supposed to have been in Italy visiting his mother and his hospitalized grandfather. As I peer closer at the picture, my chest clamps down on my splintering heart, and I gasp.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 11

				I inch back away from the computer, averting my eyes from the smiling, perfect couple in the photo. My thoughts race as fast as my heart. The Javier I knew was just someone trying to decide who he wanted to be and what he wanted to do with his life. He was thinking of college, but didn’t know what he wanted to study. That’s why he had been on a sabbatical since graduating from high school. At least, that’s what he’d told me when we met for the first time in Las Flores Café. 

				Laurel, Olivia, and Camilla slowly turn to me. Laurel’s lips are pressed into a fine line and her right eyebrow is raised in a high arch—an unmistakable expression of what the hell is going on here? Olivia’s face is confused, her mind obviously not registering the photo’s significance. Camilla’s eyebrows are furrowed, as if she’s considering the implications of the photo. As her dark eyes widen, a look of concern crosses her face.

				“Is that him, Evie?” Camilla whispers, and all I can manage is a slight nod.

				“Duh, genius!” Olivia exclaims with a hint of both excitement and pity in her voice. She’s figured out why the tension in the room is suddenly thick and palpable. I refuse to be pitied by such a dimwit.

				“Are you telling me that your Spanish boyfriend is the Marques of Córdoba, fifteenth in line for the crown?” Laurel mocks the idea as if she can’t believe it’s even possible.

				“I—I didn’t know that,” I stammer. “We only met ten months before I moved here. I didn’t know.” 

				That isn’t the only question swirling through my mind. The picture is dated for the week he was supposedly visiting family in Italy. Had he lied to me about the whole ordeal? Was his grandfather really sick in the hospital? If he had been lying about that, I’d have to say that it was probably one of the all-time dirty lows of lying. How could he not only lie to me about who he is, but also take another girl to a royal ball? For all I know, that girl could be his fiancée. I feel myself crumble inside with the realization that my Javi is not who, nor what, I thought he was. 

				My mind turns back to that last day we shared together on the beach in Marbella. I recall him saying, “I’m not ready for this to be over. I’m too far gone now.” Did he mean it? I remember the song he wrote and serenaded me with on his guitar: “Corazón.”I close my eyes and smell the crisp ocean breeze. I picture the palm trees swaying to the tune Javi played on the guitar. I recall the way his falsetto voice so perfectly hit the high notes of the melody, the way his eyes lightly closed as he sang, and then opened to meet mine as he played the final chords. I never wanted that night to end. And neither did he, or so I thought. But what was the truth?

				My mind jerks back to reality as I realize that the bittersweet memories are making the crushing pain in my chest worse. My heart hurts and tears sting my eyes. I want to say something, to make an excuse to leave, but I know that my wet throat, with my trembling voice, will give away my shock, my humiliation, and my pain. 

				Instead, I sit on the chaise, staring down at the obnoxious pink carpet, not blinking for fear that the tears will spill over. I refuse to give Laurel the satisfaction of seeing me cry. The urge to run from that room, from that horribly beautiful image on the computer screen, overwhelms me. I use all the strength I have left to compose myself. I want to rush home to the privacy of my own bedroom to call Javier. Surely, this is some kind of misunderstanding. I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. After all, he’s never given me a reason to distrust him. 

			

			
				“He’s only nineteen! He looks like he’s in his mid-twenties with that five-o’clock shadow!” Laurel has somehow managed to turn her attention away from my emotional train wreck and back to the computer screen. I scowl up at her. To me, his five-o’clock shadow is one of his most appealing physical attributes. Strange how I still feel protective of him, even though he’s thoroughly broken my heart. 

				“Wait just a minute!” Laurel exclaims. I can almost see the lights inside her hollow head flip on. “Weren’t you still living in Spain when this picture was taken?”

				“Shut up, Laurel! You are such a bitch!” Camilla’s beautiful, olive-toned face is bright red with fury. Laurel grins, pleased with Camilla’s reaction. “That’s it! We’re out of here!” Camilla grabs my arm, yanking me up off the chaise. “We’ll work on the project next weekend. It’s not due for three weeks.”

				“But I’m going to New York City next Saturday!” Olivia protests. Laurel’s standing next to her, smirking at Camilla.

				“Well, I guess we’ll have to meet next Sunday night at my house then,” Camilla retorts, “and bring your part of the research. Then it won’t take as long to put the PowerPoint together. Come on, Evie.” Camilla drags me to the bedroom door. 

				“Whatever!” Laurel crosses her arms in feigned anger, but she can’t, or won’t, hide the look of pure pleasure on her deceivingly angelic face. Camilla turns and flips her the middle finger as she opens the door. “Ugh!” Laurel exclaims in mock horror.

				“And don’t try that crap again. I’m warning you, Laurel.” Camilla says as she slams the door behind her. “God! I hate that bitch!” she shouts as she storms over to the top of the stairs.

				From the other side of the door, I hear, “Oh my God, she is so vulgar!” There’s no mistaking the disgust in Olivia’s voice.

				“Please!” I hear Laurel reply. “Look where she comes from. Not the greatest lineage.” I step away from the door, thankful that Camilla didn’t hear that exchange from the staircase. I do not have the strength to break up a brawl now, although I don’t believe Laurel would last two minutes against Camilla.

				“Thanks for getting me out of there.” I am truly relieved to be out from underneath Laurel’s harsh, judgmental stare.

				“Are you okay?” Camilla puts an arm around my shoulder as we descend the staircase. She has an uncharacteristic look of concern on her face.

				“Honestly, no.” My voice cracks, and I feel the tears welling up again, as my mind’s eye shows me the offending photo. “I just don’t understand what’s going on.”

				“Oh, Evie, don’t cry, please, or I’ll cry,” Camilla whispers, and her lower lip starts to tremble. “I can’t stand to see my friends cry!”

				“I’m sorry . . .” But the tears begin to fall anyway, because seeing Camilla so worried about me has got me worried about myself, too. A choking, wet sob rises up in my throat, but I manage to stifle it.

			

			
				“Evie, Laurel probably did that on purpose, to get a rise out of you. She likes to see people upset, because she’s an evil-bitch-from-hell.”

				“Yeah,” I try to give her a smile through my tears, “but she couldn’t have known that she would find a recent picture of my boyfriend with another girl. That was just a bonus for her.”

				“Well, she’s insanely jealous over the fact that Xander has a major crush on you,” she says, stealing a peek at me from the corner of her eye. “He won’t give her the time of day, which is hilarious! He thinks she’s hideous.”

				“What?” I am truly surprised. “I don’t believe it. I mean, he doesn’t act like that at all.” Well, except for the time he tried to kiss me in his car, but he’s been cool toward me since then.

				“That’s just Xander. He always has to play the cool guy. It’s such an act. Oh, and don’t believe anything Laurel says about him. She’s trying to make you not like him. Geez, does she think you’re that gullible?”

				“So the story about Emily isn’t true?”

				“I heard she had a bad reaction to antibiotics she was taking for strep throat.” Camilla rolls her eyes at the ridiculousness of Laurel’s claim. “Truth is, no one knows what actually happened, because it happened in California while Emily was spending the summer with her dad in LA. So, I choose to believe Emily.”

				“How did the suicide story get started?” I have the sneaking suspicion Laurel and Olivia are involved, and I feel sorry for the sweet, outgoing Emily, whose reputation and sanity are being dragged through the mud.

				“Well, I think Laurel got word that Xander had broken up with Emily on the telephone over the summer. Laurel’s imagination just went wild when she heard Emily was in the hospital. Of course, she would never say that story to Emily’s face, because she’s actually a two-faced rat!” Camilla points a finger in her mouth to mock-gag herself. I laugh at the sight of Camilla’s crossed eyes, and it dawns on me how unfair it is that she can make such a stupid face, all the while still easily being the most beautiful girl I know. 

				We continue the trek through the huge house to the front door.

				“What do you think of Xander?” Camilla uses her poker face with this question, which is amusing because her intent is clear; Camilla thinks that because of what happened today, she can convince me to date Xander.

				“Well, he’s gorgeous, that’s a no-brainer. He’s nice . . . I just can’t think about that right now. Javier is my boyfriend, and I really do love him. I’ve got to go home so I can call him. I need to know the truth, good or bad…” my voice trails. “I’m hoping it’s not what it seems.”

				“I totally understand. Don’t worry, I won’t tell Xander that I spilled his little secret to you.” 

				We’re finally at the exit. Camilla pauses at the front door, where a vase full of fresh flowers sits atop a small, round, marble-topped table. She lifts up the vase and hands me a pink rose. Then, holding the flowers, she turns the vase upside down, spilling water all over the foyer floor. She stuffs the roses back in the vase and returns them to the table, wiping her hands on her skirt. With a smirk, she winks at me as she opens the front door. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

			

			
				“Thanks, Camilla,” I say, and I mean it.

				On the drive back to my house, every worse-case scenario races through my mind. What if he’s married? That would be the worst of all scenarios, of course. I think I might go crazy just considering all the possible reasons to justify Javier’s lies. No explanation makes any sense, though. Maybe he’s in witness-protection and can’t tell me who he really is. Yeah, that excuse is just ridiculous. If it were true, he sure as hell wouldn’t be at a royal ball being photographed with a beautiful girl for the entire world to see in freaking Hello! magazine. Outrage begins to push the immense sadness out of me. My ears burn in anger.

				***


				I’m lost in my internal war as Camilla pulls into the driveway of my family’s home. 

				“Thanks again, Camilla.” I try a convincing smile but know I failed.

				“Are you sure you’re going to be okay, Evie?” Camilla’s dark brows furrow, and I’m moved even more to tears because I’m seeing a side of Camilla—the caring, devoted, loyal side—that Xander has told me about, but I’ve not witnessed until now. 

				“I promise,” I whisper.

				“Call me if you want to.” Camilla gives me a quick peck on the cheek and a sincere smile.

				“I will.” I open the car door, grab my bag, and step out.

				“I’ll be home this weekend if you want to come over,” Camilla says through the passenger window.

				“Okay,” I wave, as she backs out of the driveway and whips her car around to her own driveway. I’m glad Camilla lives across the street. I know I’ll need a close friend to lean on. I really miss Coralea right now, but Camilla has proven to be a true friend as well. I don’t go inside until her car disappears into the garage—maybe because I’m not ready to call Javier yet. I take a deep breath as I go inside and head directly up the stairs. 

				“Evie, is that you?” Grandma Winnie calls from the kitchen where she’s making dinner. I can smell her award-winning meatloaf baking in the oven.

				“Yeah. I have a lot of homework to do,” I holler from the top of the stairs.

				“Okay, I’ll yell when supper is ready.” I hear her slamming cupboards as she works.

				“Okay, thanks!” I have no idea where the twins are, but I assume they’re at football and dance practice. Dad usually picks them up after work. Good, I’ll have no interruptions while talking with Javier on the phone. Now I just need to think about what I’ll say, how I’ll explain what I saw. I slam my bedroom door shut and plop down on the twin-sized bed, pulling my knees up to my chest. The tears start again, and I press my face into my bony knees, hoping to calm myself. This won’t be an easy call to make, and I need to be sure that I can speak clearly. I close my eyes and take several deep breaths to steady my voice. 

				I pick up my phone from the dresser and push the number saved in the directory for Javier’s cell phone.

				“This phone is no longer in service. Please check the number and try your call again,” a pre-recorded voice informs me. 

			

			
				What’s going on? I decide to try the number that I also have stored in my phone for his apartment in Seville. The call is answered on the second ring.

				“Allo?” A male with a British accent answers. I’m beyond confused at this point.

				“Who is this?” I ask.

				“Who is this?” the voice on the other end counters.

				“Is Javier there?”

				“Again, I ask, who’s calling?” The voice sounds annoyed and highly impatient, so I decide to answer him before he hangs up on me.

				“This is his girlfriend, Evangeline.”

				“Evangeline?” He sounds surprised. “Girlfriend? Are you the blonde or the brunette?” He gives a muffled laugh.

				“I’m the ginger.” I feel my cheeks growing hot. “Who is this?” I ask again, wondering why he won’t answer that basic question.

				“This is Rafe, his roommate. Well—former roommate. Bloke’s run off somewhere again.”

				“Oh,” I say, my heart sinking.

				“But I would think you would know that, if you’re his girlfriend as you say.” His voice is serious. “Are you sure you’re not a stalker or something?”

				Despite feeling like my insides are being ripped out, I somehow give an obnoxious snort of laughter: yeah, right.

				“Sorry, have ta ask. You know he has to beat the girls off with a bat, right?” He laughs. “Something about that whole tall, dark, and handsome thing they seem to find irresistible. Oh, and the rich part doesn’t hurt, either.”

				“Excuse me?” I have no idea what to say to that. Is he trying to tell me that my boyfriend is a player? Wait—rich?

				“Or maybe not.” He backtracks. “Listen, Javier isn’t here, and I haven’t a clue when he’ll return. He comes and goes without warning. He allows me to live here rent-free in exchange for taking care of the place.”

				“How much upkeep could an apartment need?” I ask. Living in Spain is not cheap; the taxes alone would bankrupt most Americans. It’s odd that Javier would not require rent from him.

				Rafe howls with laughter, “Apartment?”

				“Yeah. What’s so darn funny?”

				“Love, this isn’t an apartment. It’s a five-hundred acre estate, complete with a horse farm. It’s one of the hardest nonpaying jobs I’ve ever had.”

				“What?” My heart jumps up into my throat.

				“Maybe I’ve said too much.” Now he sounds worried, like he’s given away some closely guarded secret. “Listen, I have to go. Can I give him a message for you?”

				“I’d rather talk to him myself. Do you have the number in Italy where I can reach him? I know he said he would be going to stay with his mom for a while.”

				“Ummm.”

			

			
				“What?”

				“His mother lives in New York City. She has for the last five years. She owns a talent agency there.”

				“Oh.” Not only am I confused, but I’m completely humiliated. I think if I were a stalker, I’d probably know more about Javier Santos de la Cruz than I actually do.

				“Listen, I don’t know where he is right now, but I really don’t think he’s in Italy. The best I can do is to relay a message for you when I do see him again. Sorry, love.” His voice is sincere.

				“Fine. Please just tell him to call me as soon as possible.”

				“Will do. Good-bye, Emmanuelle.” Click.


				“Wait—” I wail into the phone, but it’s too late. There’s no point in trying to call him back; he obviously has no answers for me.

				I sink down into the bed and throw the phone across the room. Feeling completely helpless, I cry myself to sleep. 

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 12

				The weeks march on. It’s been two months with no word from Javier. I’ve contacted Cora at least twice a week, and she assures me there have been no sightings of him in the Andalusian region. It’s a complete mystery to me where he’s gone. I’m helpless to do anything here in DC. I don’t know anyone in his family, and my calls to the Seville house have gone unanswered. All I can do is wait and hope that he contacts me. I refuse to consider the worst-case scenarios, and push them out of my mind.

				I distract myself with parties and study sessions. I go out on weekends with Camilla and Xander as they attempt to reintroduce me to DC. So much has changed since I last lived here. I’ve discovered that one of my favorite places to go to be alone, lost in my private thoughts, is the World War II Memorial. The sound of the water fountains soothes me. I tuck myself in a corner away from the tourists who snap photos of themselves next to the engraved stone tributes to their home states, and watch the world go by. 

				I’ve also been studying to get my driver’s license, which has been a fairly reliable distraction. I want to get it before my eighteenth birthday at the end of this month. Today’s the big day to try for the license, but there’s a matter of some paperwork to finish up. Before I go to my appointment at the DMV, I need to find my birth certificate and passport for identity verification. I’ve spent the morning turning the house upside down, but I can’t seem to find them anywhere. The last room I have left to search is my dad’s office, but he’s warned us to stay out of his files, so I’m hesitant to go in there.

				I hear Grandma Winnie come into the house through the garage door, finally back from her morning yoga class. Now I will have her help, and as long as she’s here I feel like it’s okay to search the office.

				“Grandma, do you know where my passport and birth certificate are?” I ask. “I need them to get my driver’s license.” I’m frantically shuffling through the mess of papers in Dad’s roll-top desk as Winnie enters the office from the kitchen.

				“Let me think . . . Oh, I hate moving. It seems everything gets misplaced in the unpacking process,” Grandma Winnie sighs. “I’ll go up to the attic to see if they got mixed in with some of your father’s old documents.”

				“Okay, thanks. I have to be at the DMV in half an hour for my appointment!” If I’m late for my appointment with the DMV, I’ll have to reschedule. I don’t want to wait; I really want my license now. I yank at a drawer pull—locked, dammit! I find a key in the roll top and place it in the drawer’s keyhole. Yes! 


				The first thing I come across is a glass-top wooden box containing my father’s war medals. I thumb through some papers and find a yellow document folded in half at the bottom of the stack. Opening the tattered paper, the first thing I notice is my full first name typed on the document. I’ve become so accustomed to being called the diminutive, Evie, and I am in such a rush, that I almost don’t notice an obvious discrepancy. I start to fold the document again, but something makes me open it up to read the full name: Evangeline Grayce Hamilton. Hamilton? I scan over the document more carefully:

			

			
				


				Morgan General Hospital

				Martinsville, Indiana

				Announces the birth of:

				Evangeline Grayce Hamilton

				Born this Thirty-first day of October, 1998

				to:

				Mother: Amelia Hamilton

				Father: XXXXXX


				


				I sit down hard on the rolling office chair, almost tipping it over and falling to the floor. I grab the desk to balance myself and sit, gaping at the document. My mind reels, trying to make sense of it. Suddenly I realize why I do not look like anyone else in my family. I’m trying to remember the year my parents were married, but then I surmise that I never actually knew. Things that have gnawed at my subconscious my entire life are starting to surface and make sense. My father was always slightly more interested in the twins, and somewhat distant and authoritative with me. Not even my grandmother regarded me with as much emotion, compared to the twins.

				“Evie! I found them!” I hear Grandma Winnie’s footsteps as she descends the stairs. I fold the birth certificate and place it in my front pocket. I frantically stuff everything back into the drawer and lock it, and place the key back in its proper spot. I sit straight up in the chair just as Grandma enters the office.

				“Here you go, Eve,” she says, handing me the passport and familiar Indiana state-issued birth certificate on which my name is printed as Evangeline Grayce Sweeney. My mother is listed as Amelia Sweeney and my father as Nash Michael Sweeney. The birthday and year are correct, but typed at the bottom is an issue date of November 22, 2001, the year my family moved to Japan when Dad was transferred to Okinawa.

				“I wonder what happened to my original birth certificate—the one with the baby’s footprint and mother’s fingerprint,” I say and watch her face for a reaction that may give me some indication of her level of knowledge.

				“Well, I don’t know. I imagine it has been lost over the years, with all the moving your family has done.” Her demeanor is relaxed and innocent enough. 

				“Grandma, what year were my parents married?” I try my best to appear casual, but I’m no actress.

				“Well,” she puts her hand to her chin and looks up as if she’s thinking really hard, but the gesture strikes me as a little phony. “I don’t remember. My memory isn’t that great anymore. Why?”

				“Oh, just curious.” I don’t want to show her my discovery just yet. I have a lot of thinking to do before I confront them. “Well, I have to go if I’m going to make my appointment time.”

			

			
				“Do you need a ride to the license branch?” Grandma Winnie smiles, but the sudden and deliberate change of subject does not escape my attention.

				“No, thanks, Camilla is going to pick me up,” I say, and as if on cue, I hear the toot of Camilla’s car horn outside. “Well, better go.”

				“Okay, good luck.”

				“Thanks.” I shove the documents she gave me into my purse, and I try to smile as I walk past her and out the front door.

				Camilla is checking her teeth in the rearview mirror when I jump into the car.

				“Hey,” she says as she applies hooker-red lipstick to her lush lips.

				“Oh, my God, Camilla. Look at this!” I pull out the folded certificate from my front pocket and hand it with trembling hands to her. 

				“It’s a birth certificate,” Camilla says, unimpressed. She tosses the paper back to me and turns her attention to the mirror again.

				“Look closer, Camilla!” I say, waving it in front of her face. I feel myself nearing hysterics.

				“Whose is this?” Camilla stares closer at the certificate.

				I shout this time. “It’s mine!” 

				“Wait . . . I don’t get it,” Camilla says, frowning.

				“Evidently, it’s my birth certificate. I’m the only Evangeline in the house.” 

				“That means . . .” A look of realization surfaces on Camilla’s face. She holds back, but I finish the thought for her.

				“I’m not a Sweeney. It means Nash is not my father. Winnie is not my grandmother. Ethan and Emma are not my siblings. It means this family has been a lie!” I feel the tears starting, but I fight them with a quivering lip.

				“Evie! Have you talked with your dad about this? Maybe it’s fake.”

				“Camilla, it is real. And no, I haven’t talked to them about it because I just found this, like, five minutes ago. I was too shocked to say anything to Grandma Winnie. I just stuffed it in my pocket and ran out of the house.” I can’t hold back the tears anymore. I raise my arm and sob into my bare elbow. She puts an arm around me, hugging me against her bony shoulder.

				“Evie, do you want to reschedule your driving appointment?” she asks in a hushed voice. I angrily dry my eyes with my forearm.

				“Hell, no!” I assert. “Nothing, and I mean nothing, is keeping me from getting my license. Let’s go!”

				“Are you sure you’re up to it, Evie?” Camilla says, concerned. “You don’t want to fail because you’re upset.”

				“Absolutely,” I say to reassure my friend, but I’m really just trying to convince myself. “I’ve never been surer about anything! I will talk with Da—Nash about it tonight when he gets home from work.”

				“All right then,” Camilla says and eases the car into the street.

				***


				As I sit on my bed, staring at my freshly printed driver’s license, I’m wrestling with what I should do about today’s discovery. Although I’d spent the entire drive to the license bureau crying, I am grateful that my photo turned out okay. My face isn’t too noticeably blotchy, but the tears did wash away my make-up. The picture does make me look young, though, which is appropriate considering I feel like a lost, scared child right now. It’s the same vulnerable feeling I had after my mother died, and I constantly worried about what would happen to our little family.

			

			
				I’m waiting for my father to return home and trying to come up with a way to inform him of my discovery. What will he say? Will he tell me the truth? I can understand why my mother kept the truth from me, because I was very young when she died in that horrible crash. But why hasn’t Dad told me the truth? Did he think I couldn’t handle it? I should at least have had the chance.

				Dad is home. I hear his baritone voice praising Emma for a job well done on her science test. My heart races as I try to decide how to bring up the topic at the dinner table while still maintaining civility. I am sure he’ll be livid that I went through his papers in the locked, roll-top desk.

				“Evie! Dinner’s ready!” Grandma Winnie calls. I grab the yellowed, frayed birth certificate from my dresser top and fold it small enough that I can easily hold it in the palm of my hand. I clench my left hand in a fist and head down the stairs to the dining room. I take my usual place next to Emma, and as if on cue, we all bow our heads while Dad says a short grace.

				We begin our usual conversation of the occurrences of the day. I stay quiet. I see each person talking, but I don’t hear their words. I can’t bear to look across the table at Ethan as he bites into Grandma’s award-winning fried chicken. His spiky, blond hair and piercing, green eyes—blatant reminders of our unshared heritage—are enough to make me feel like bursting into tears.

				I watch as Emma hands her math test to Dad, the bright-red A+ visible at the top corner of the page. I look at Grandma Winnie, her curly silver hair neatly coiffed as though she has just left a salon. She smiles at Emma, showing coffee-stained teeth behind her red lipstick. So many emotions course through me, that sorting out how I feel about the whole situation is almost impossible. 

				On one hand, I’m furious at my father for having not told me the truth for my entire life. On the other hand, I’m grateful for everything he has done to care for me after my mother passed away. Part of me wants to scream out the truth right now, hoping that Dad and Grandma will feel guilty for what they’ve done to me—so that all the pain, grief, and confusion tearing me up inside to be transferred to them.

				Another part of me wants to burn the evidence and just go on as we always have. But I know that isn’t going to happen. I can’t look at them the same way anymore, because they aren’t my real family—we don’t share anything. As I realize this fact, something inside me dies. I feel this pain as real as if someone has staked my heart. The sorrow and the loss are overwhelming. I lower my eyes from the dinner table scene in front of me and press my lips together to stifle the sob caught in the back of my throat. I don’t want my family to see me cry, because they’ll know something’s wrong, and I don’t want them to know just yet what I discovered this morning. 

				That’s right, they aren’t my real family. Somewhere out there, my real father is alive and I need to find him. But how? Why was my mother not married to him, and why has he not tried to find me? The thought that I am not truly Evangeline Sweeney is mind numbing. 

				“Dad—” I blurt out, interrupting their conversation, but I stop dead in my tracks, eyes wide, because suddenly an idea comes to me. I’ll travel to the town on my birth certificate to look for my family. Dad will never go for it, which is why I need to keep my plan a secret. I need to devise a way to travel to Indiana without Dad or Grandma Winnie finding out. The solution? I’ll have to enlist the help of my friends.

			

			
				“Yes, Evie?” Dad’s voice breaks my hurried thoughts. I realize I’ve been sitting quietly staring into space for a few minutes. Every eye at the table is trained on me.

				“I got my driver’s license today,” I say as I reach into my jeans pocket, trading out the folded birth certificate for my license. I make the decision to forego confronting my father in favor of gathering more evidence of my discovery—of the truth. I pull the license out of my pocket and hand it over to my father, fronting the most convincing smile I can muster. Dad takes the license from me and examines it closely. There’s an expression on his face that I’ve never seen from him before—one full of unabashed fatherly emotions. It’s a look that threatens to unhinge me.

				“Absolutely gorgeous, Evie.” He looks up and smiles warmly at me. With a wistful look in his eyes, he adds, “Your mother would be so proud of you. Congratulations, darling.”

				Inside my chest, my heart breaks into a thousand, irretrievable little pieces.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 13

				After dinner I run across the street to Camilla’s house. I’ve figured out how I’m going to get to Indiana to find my real father. I’ll tell my dad that I’m spending the weekend with Camilla, then she and I can drive to Indiana. I already Google-mapped the distance on my cell phone and found that it would only take twelve hours to drive to Martinsville, Indiana on the major highways. Because this weekend is Fall Break, we’ll have four days off in which to make the trip—plenty of time.

				“I can’t Evie. I’m sorry,” Camilla says when I tell her about my plan. “We’re going to New York for the weekend for my aunt’s wedding. I’m a bridesmaid. There’s no way I can back out of it now.”

				“That’s okay.” I try not to sound like my heart and soul are sinking into the abyss, but they are. I push the huge mess of clothing on Camilla’s bed out of the way and take a seat on a sliver of the corner.

				“Are you sure you even want to do this?” she asks, as she continues overstuffing her Louis Vuitton suitcase. “You don’t know what you’re going to find when you get there. You may not get the fairytale ending you’re expecting.”

				I absolutely hate when Camilla makes sense, because it only occurs when we’re talking about me. It never happens when we were talking about her and Christian. The situation is hugely frustrating because I can’t come right out and tell her what a creep I think he is. I just can’t bear to hurt her like that.

				“I realize that things might not end up all Norman Rockwell-like, but I have to find my real family. I have to find my real dad. I could have siblings I don’t know about.” My voice catches in my throat, and I ball my hands into fists to stop them from shaking. “What if my real dad doesn’t know about me? What if my mother never told him? He deserves to know as much as I do.”

				“What about Nash and your grandma? What’s going to happen when they find out about all this? What’s going to happen to the twins? This will change their reality as well, Evie.”

				“As far as Nash and Winnie are concerned, I don’t care. They should have told me the truth sooner. And I don’t think the twins will understand what’s going on. They are my half-siblings, no matter what. We share a mother.”

				Camilla stops what she’s doing and looks me directly in the face. In her expression is the realization that, for once, she isn’t going to change my mind. She nods at me and gives me a weak smile, but then her eyes grow wide and her face changes completely. She sits next to me on the bed, tossing the pile of clothes to the floor to make room.

				“I’ve got an idea. Just hear me out,” she says, and I feel a twinge of nervousness because she’s never prefaced a statement with a warning, no matter how outrageous her words. “How about Xander goes with you? You could take his Land Rover.”

				“Camilla, that would just be too weird. I mean, Xander doesn’t know any of my personal business. Especially not this crazy, family-drama crap.”

			

			
				“Actually . . .” Camilla grimaces as if she’s expecting me to slug her, and it doesn’t take me but a second to figure out why.

				“You didn’t!” My face grows hot with anger and embarrassment. Camilla slowly nods, her eyes dropping to the floor. I groan and plant my face in my palms. “What did you tell him?”

				“I just mentioned that you found the birth certificate and that you were majorly upset about it.” Camilla moves closer to me and drapes her long arm around my shoulders. “I just had to talk about it with someone. I was so traumatized by seeing you like that, Evie. Xander is my best friend, after all.”

				“How embarrassing!” I cry into my hands. I can’t believe Camilla would tell Xander. How could she betray me like this? Surely, there’s some sort of girlfriend pact that says we never tell each other’s deep, dark secrets to a member of the opposite sex, especially one as dreamy as Xander.

				“He’s your friend, too, Evie, and he cares about you. He deserves to know when you’re going through bad stuff. He’ll be there for you, I promise. Just let him in.” She grabs my wrists and pulls my hands away from my face. Her dark eyes are unexpectedly sincere, and her smile is soft and warm. I exhale long and hard because I’ve already made up my mind to trust and to forgive her.

				“Okay.”

				“You’ll let Xander help you?” Camilla asks, a hopeful expression lighting up her face. I sigh and wonder if I’m going to regret what I’m about to say.

				“Yes, I’ll let Xander help me.”

				“Great! I’ll talk to him tonight. I’ll have him call you to set up the plans, if that’s okay with you.” She looks at me as if she’s trying to detect if I’ll back out of our agreement.

				“Of course it’s okay, Camilla,” I say.

				I go home and lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, planning in my mind what I’ll say to my real dad once I’ve found him. Will he be happy to see me? What if he doesn’t know about me, and I ruin his life by showing up unannounced? What if he has another family and doesn’t want anything to do with me? The endless scenarios race through my mind, making sleep elusive.

				I look at the world clock on my cell phone. It’s three a.m. East Coast time, which is nine a.m. Seville time. Why hasn’t Javier contacted me? I need him now more than ever. I finally surrender to the exhaustion and welcome the emotional respite that sleep brings with it.

				***


				Xander and I meet at Starbucks after school and map our journey to Indiana. Because he’s already eighteen, he’s able to make our hotel reservations. We devise a story to tell my family and his grandfather as to where we’ll be that weekend. Camilla agrees to cover for us, as we decide to say we’re going with her to New York City so we can check out NYU—a college day. Camilla will stop by the university during her trip to bring back some application materials and pamphlets to authenticate our story. 

				Xander picks me up at five a.m. on Thursday morning. As he pulls in the driveway, the headlights of his Land Rover slice through the early morning’s foggy darkness, then shut off immediately. He knows I don’t want to wake my family. I decided it was best if we leave before any of my family awaken, before I could lose my nerve and tell them the truth about where I’m going. I don’t trust that I have the guts to look them in the eyes and lie about what I’m actually going to do.

			

			
				I stealth my way out the front door and run to Xander’s car. I throw the weekend bag into the backseat as I climb into the passenger seat next to him. The familiar smell of my favorite Starbucks’ drink greets me.

				“Venti red-eye, two pumps Caramel, cream, and three Splenda,” he recites with a smile, handing me the cup. His face is cast with an eerie, green glow from the dashboard lights.

				“Aww, you remembered.” I bat my eyelashes at him with my free hand over my heart. “Thanks.”

				“Of course.” He winks back at me. “We have to start our trip off right.”

				“Thank you for going with me, Xander. I know it’s probably not how you wanted to spend your Fall Break.” 

				“You’re welcome,” Xander smiles warmly. “Trust me, I had nothing better to do anyway. Besides, you know I’d do anything for my favorite redhead.”

				“I’m your favorite?” I feel a surge of heat in my cheeks, and I’m glad it’s still dark so that he can’t see the blush on my face.

				“Well, honestly—you’re the only redhead I know.” He shrugs.

				“Really?”

				“No, but you are the prettiest, even at five o’clock in the morning.”

				“Oh, Xander, flattery will get you everywhere.”

				“That’s what I’m hoping,” he says with a diabolical laugh. I nearly choke on my coffee with that comment. “I’m just teasing, Evie.”

				“Oh, I know you are, Xander. A boy like you could never be interested in a plain, boring girl like me,” I tease back.

				“Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better, sweetheart,” Xander retorts, but his tone suggests he’s not just teasing anymore, and I don’t continue with the flirtatious banter. I can’t understand how I can be so careless in my interactions with Xander when I love Javier. Although I am attracted to Xander, I don’t want to pursue those feelings when there’s no closure with Javier. I have to end that chapter in my life before I can even think of starting another. 

				A few moments of awkward, dark silence fall between us before Xander turns on the stereo. Strains of Joshua Bell’s masterful violin playing Vivaldi fill the car.

				“You like Joshua Bell?” I ask, and there’s unintended skepticism in my tone.

				“Of course I do.” He sounds offended. “All Italians are raised on classical music, and he’s one of my favorite interpreters of the classics, although The Red Violin soundtrack is probably my favorite of his recorded works.”

				“You’ve got to be kidding me. Joshua Bell is my absolute favorite violinist. And I’m obsessed with The Red Violin. I think I’ve seen it at least a hundred times.”

				“See, Evie? We have a lot more in common than you think.”

				“I guess so,” I say, contemplating the truth of his statement. “Do you have The Red Violin soundtrack on your iPod?”

				“Of course. Hold on.” He pushes a couple of buttons on the iPod and Anna’s Theme begins playing out of the speakers.

				“Thanks. You just made my day.” We smile at each other, and in the first golden light of daybreak, I see a familiar expression on his face. I can’t put my finger on why it’s so familiar: a disarmingly vulnerable smile and eyes that seem to be searching my very soul for some sort of validation. I have to break our locked gazes because of the rising pulse I know is visibly throbbing in my neck.

			

			
				Last night, the excitement of embarking on our quest kept me from sleeping for more than a couple uninterrupted hours. The resulting drowsiness is taking over despite the influx of caffeine. I close my eyes and sink into the warm, buttery leather seats, allowing myself to drift off, carried to sleep by the waxing and waning of Joshua Bell’s three-hundred-year-old Stradivarius, the Gibson ex-Huberman.

				When I awake with a snort a couple of hours later, my forehead is resting against Xander’s side and his right arm is draped over my shoulders. When I realize the scene in the car, I sit bolt upright and slide back over into the passenger seat in one not-so-graceful movement.

				“Good morning, sleepy head.” Xander flashes a grin at me and adjusts his posture in the seat, rubbing a place on the back of his neck.

				“I’m sorry.” I’m mortified at the idea that he’s heard me snoring, and I immediately swipe my hand across my chin, checking for drool. Whew, clear. Why didn’t he try to wake me up so that he could drive with both hands on the steering wheel? “Where are we?” I ask.

				“We’re about ten minutes from Cumberland. Do you want to stop and get some breakfast?”

				“Do you?” I’m not hungry because my stomach is bound up tighter than a Swiss knot in anticipation of what I might find in Indiana.

				“Honestly, I’m starving.” He looks at me with an apologetic face.

				“Good, so am I,” I lie.

				We stop at a greasy spoon off the highway. Xander eats two Big Boy breakfasts consisting of biscuits, gravy, hash browns, fried eggs, and bacon. I tease him about how the Big Boy isn’t big enough for this big boy, while I pick at my blueberry muffin and sip the sorry excuse for a cup of joe that they served us. His face turns bright red, but he continues scarfing down the food and smiling between behemoth bites. 

				After we finish eating and Xander has paid—he insisted—we stop at the nearby Starbucks for a proper cup of coffee. Soon we’re back on the highway, heading to our destination: my birthplace.

				We arrive in Indiana ten hours later. We’re tired, but no worse for wear. The homecoming scenarios running through my mind while on the road were numerous and varied. I try to imagine what my mother’s family will be like. Would they accept me? Why have I not seen them, ever? I try to visualize what my father looks like. He has to have red hair and pale-blue eyes like mine. Oh, and freckles. The patchwork of freckles scattered over my body has to have been inherited from him. They sure didn’t come from my dark-skinned mother.

				We drive to the tiny town, which is twenty minutes south of Indianapolis, passing mile after mile of browned corn fields, felled for the winter. I grow quiet, our lighthearted banter becoming more serious as the realization of what we’re doing begins to dawn on me. I have to admit that while part of me is excited, part of me is scared out of my mind. It’s the unknown that’s throwing me for a loop.

				Xander has reserved a room at a motel just off the highway on the southern border of town. He eases the Land Rover into the motel’s gravel parking lot and cuts the engine.

			

			
				“We’re here,” he says, looking at me with a neutral expression.

				I look out the passenger window at the dilapidated building where we’ll be spending the next couple of nights. I don’t reply immediately.

				“Are you all right, Evie?” Xander’s says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “This place sucks. We don’t have to stay here. We could go back to Indy and stay somewhere there.”

				“No, this is fine, Xander. Really,” I reassure him. 

				My problem isn’t with the motel. It’s the fact that I have no plan as to how to find my family. I didn’t do any research before dragging Xander here with me. What if we’ve driven all this way for nothing?

				“You’re worried about something. I see it in your eyes,” he says, reaching up and brushing the back of his hand down my cheek. For reasons beyond my understanding, I welcome the intimate gesture. I need it, actually.

				“You’re very perceptive, for a guy.” I try my best to smile, but fail miserably.

				“When it comes to you, I guess I am.” His concerned expression alarms me, because I know that whatever anxiety I’m feeling has to be transparent on my face. I don’t want Xander to see the weak, timid side of me. He whispers, “Do you want to talk about it?”

				“Why don’t we check in? We can talk about it inside.” My tone is kind, but curt. I can’t let my emotions get the best of me. I have to keep myself stoic, so I can make it through this weekend, no matter what the outcome. I will have plenty of time to fall apart back in DC, if need be, just not in front of Xander.

				We enter the small lobby, where a white-haired, elderly man in flannel and overalls stands behind the desk. The walls are yellowed with the remnants of years of cigarette smoke, and the air is thick with Febreze, probably in a valiant (albeit misguided) attempt at covering up the pungent smell of mildew and cat urine. As if signaled by my thoughts, a fat, yellow tomcat brushes against my legs and sends me leaping with a screech into Xander’s arms.

				“It’s just a cat, Evie.” Xander laughs, lowering me back down to the ground.

				“I know.” I try for an indifferent expression, but it twists into a trembling smile despite my best efforts, and I burst out laughing. After all, my reaction to the cat was a touch ridiculous.

				“What can I do ya fer?” the man behind the counter asks around a cough, and then blows his nose into a grimy handkerchief. 

				“Reservation for Bartolomeo.” Xander hands him his driver’s license and credit card and then turns to me with a cringe on his face.

				After checking in and getting the key from the attendant, we go straight to the room. Xander immediately grabs a pillow and extra blanket off the double-sized bed and throws them on the matted, green-shag floor.

				“What are you doing?” I ask.

				“I’ll take the floor, you take the bed.”

				“Xander, you don’t have to do that.”

				“Now, Evie, we really haven’t known each other long enough to be sleeping together, but I am flattered by the offer,” he says, amused, hand on his heart.

			

			
				“That’s not what I meant!” I scold, but my face is burning like I’ve had a micro-peel with an industrial-grade sandblaster. “I meant that you can have the bed, because you paid for the room. I’ll take the floor.”

				“You’re kidding, right?” He looks at me as if I’ve sucker-punched him. I shake my head no. “What kind of gentleman would I be if I made you sleep on the floor? I can’t believe you’d think that of me, unless you are purposely trying to destroy my self-esteem.”

				I catch the edge of teasing in his tone, and I sigh in relief. The last thing I want to do is to offend the one person who cared enough to come with me on this trip.

				“Well, if you insist, I’ll take the bed,” I say and lay on my stomach, positioning myself so that I can look down on him from the foot of the bed.

				“I do,” Xander says, spreading the blanket on the floor. He lies down on his back with his hands behind his head, and looks up at me with kind eyes. “Now that we’ve got the sleeping arrangements out of the way, do you want to talk about what you’re so worried about?”

				I inhale a deep breath and close my eyes, contemplating whether I actually want to admit to him that I have no clue as to how to find my family. How stupid will I sound? Not to mention the fact that he drove all this way for me, and I haven’t even come up with a game plan. 

				I exhale and open my eyes. He’s staring at me with expectancy in those golden eyes.

				“Okay, here’s the truth: I have no plan for finding my family. I have no idea where to start. Please don’t be mad at me.” The words tumble out of my mouth all at once, and I stifle a sob.

				“Whoa, whoa. Calm down, Evie. I’m not mad at you about anything.” He sits up at the foot of the bed and places a reassuring hand on my back. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure out what to do. Why don’t we sleep on it? Maybe something will come to us in our dreams.”

				I nod and give him a weak smile. I settle in under the comforter and turn off the lamp on the bedside table.

				“Good night, Xander.”

				“Good night, Evie. Sweet dreams.”  

				The next morning I awake to the smell of coffee. Xander’s standing at the foot of the bed with a Starbucks Venti cup in each hand and a triumphant grin on his face.

				“Found a Starbucks down the highway,” he says, handing me a cup.

				“Thanks.” I place the cup on the bedside table, jump out of bed and run to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I almost scream when I see my hair in the mirror, back plastered against my head, front sticking straight up. Obviously, I did not have a peaceful sleep last night, although the subject of my dream is already becoming foggy. I can remember a much older Xander weeping by a gravestone, a pair of hollow black eyes, and a blurry-faced, redheaded man I’ve never seen before. The harder I try to remember the dream, the more distant it becomes, so I just allow it to fade away. I try to rake a comb through my hair, but I finally give up and tie it in a messy bun with a rubber band that I had wrapped around my wrist.

				“I’ve got an idea, Evie,” Xander calls from the main room. I come out of the restroom and sit on the edge of the bed, grabbing the coffee and inhaling its magnificent scent. Xander sits across from me at the tiny two-seater table.

			

			
				“Okay,” I reply between sips.

				“Why don’t we start with the phone book?” he says, handing me the tattered volume. “We can call the people who have the same last name as your mom and ask them if they knew her. Once we find people who knew her, we can go to their place to talk to them in person.”

				“Sounds as good as any plan I could come up with.”

				“What ideas did you come up with?”

				“Honestly, nothing. I just had a bad dream.” 

				“That would explain the crying last night,” Xander says, leaning over and placing a hand on my knee, “and the tossing and turning. Are you okay?”

				I nod and swallow hard.

				“Want to talk about it?”

				“No, not particularly, but thanks for the offer.” I take another sip and divert my eyes to the window.

				“Okay. Do you remember your mom ever telling you the name of her family members here in Indiana?”

				“No. I was really young when she died, so I only remember her telling me that my grandmother still lived here in Indiana. She never mentioned her name or the name of the town. My original birth certificate is from a hospital in this town, so I figured it would be the best place to start.”

				“Makes sense,” Xander says, opening the massive phone book to the white pages. “What was your mom’s maiden name?”

				“Hamilton,” I answer. 

				Xander flips through the pages, stopping about halfway through the book. He runs his finger down the page. “Here are the Hamiltons. There are only three. The first is Grayce Hamilton—”

				“Wait!” I exclaim and jump up to stand over Xander’s shoulder. I peer down at the phone book. “That’s my middle name—the same spelling, even.”

				“Do you want to start there?” Xander asks, looking up at me. I nod, sit back down on the bed, and grab my cell phone. “Read the numbers to me, Xander.”

				“Are you sure you’re ready?”

				I nod. “Hurry before I chicken out.”

				Xander reads the numbers to me slowly as I dial, and I hit the send button. The phone begins to ring on the other end of the line. After five rings, a weak, elderly voice answers.

				“Hello?”

				“Is this Grayce Hamilton?”

				“Yes. Who’s this?”

				“Are you related to Amelia Hamilton?”

				“Why, yes. Who is this?”

				“This is Evangeline Sweeney. I’m in town and I’d like to meet you to talk about Mia. Do you have time today?”

				“Child, all I have is time. Do you want to come to my house? I don’t get out much these days. They took away my license on account of my bad eyes.”

			

			
				“Sure. I’m not from around here. What’s your address? We can find it.” I motion for Xander to hand me a pen and paper, and I take down the address she gives me. “Okay,” I continue, “my friend Xander and I will be there in a few minutes. Do you mind if I bring my friend?” I totally forgot to tell her about Xander. I’d hate to scare the poor lady when we drive up and she sees a hulking man at her door. Not that he’s intimidating or anything, just very . . . large.

				“Land sakes, no. I can’t wait to see you, Evie. I’ll be waiting,” she says and hangs up the phone. My jaw is in my lap. I stare at Xander, my eyes wide, blinking in disbelief.

				“What?” Xander asks, and I can only shake my head. “Evie, what is it?”

				“She just called me Evie,” I answer, my voice wavering. “I told her my name is Evangeline. She came up with Evie on her own.”

				I look down at the piece of paper in my hands, and my entire body is trembling so ferociously that the address is nothing but a blur. Xander moves next to me on the bed and wraps an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close to him and resting his chin on my head. I wrap my arms around his waist and hug him tight, burying my face into his chest. The tears come hard and fast. 

				“Shh,” says Xander, stroking my back. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

				I squeeze him tighter in an attempt to calm myself down. It seems to work; the tears stop, and I wipe away the wet evidence of my immaturity from my cheeks with the sleeve of my shirt. I let go of Xander, feeling guilty for making him uncomfortable with my easy waterworks.

				“I’m sorry, Xander,” I say, moving over on the bed. “I don’t know what came over me.”

				“It’s okay, really,” he whispers. “You’re going through a lot right now, and I’m here for you. I’m your friend, and that’s what friends are for, right?”

				I nod, but I keep my eyes on my hands, which are clasped together in my lap, the piece of paper clutched between them. Apparently dissatisfied with my weak response, Xander places his hand under my chin and gently turns my face to his, meeting my eyes with his beautiful, golden stare.

				“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asks in a quiet, measured voice. I close my eyes and nod. With his arm around my shoulder, I feel him lean in and press his warm, soft lips to my forehead. I’m startled by the intimate gesture, and my eyes fly open just as he pulls away from me. I stare up at him, hoping he can’t hear my heart beating like a drum in my chest. He smiles down at me, an affectionate expression on his face.

				“Let’s go,” I say before I lose my nerve.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 14

				Twenty minutes later, we arrive at the address Ms. Hamilton gave me over the phone. I look around. An old, single-wide trailer home in disrepair sits alongside the two-lane highway on a junked-out piece of land surrounded by barren corn fields. A yellow kitten dashes out from behind an oak tree adjacent to the driveway and scurries under the trailer through a large hole in the underpinning.

				“Guess this is it,” I say, glancing down at the piece of paper in my hand and checking the address one more time to the street numbers on the mailbox.

				“Are you ready for this?” Xander asks, looking from me to the trailer and then back again.

				“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” I open the Land Rover’s door and walk up the gravel driveway to the trailer, Xander following close behind.

				A wobbly, makeshift staircase consisting of stacked concrete blocks leads to the door, which is about three feet off the ground. I look at Xander, who shrugs, and then I reach up to knock on the metal storm door. A shrill barking comes from inside, and we hear the stomping of footsteps approaching the door. 

				“Quiet, Macho!” the familiar, elderly female voice shouts from the other side of the door. “Just a minute.”

				A few seconds later, the door creaks open and before us stands a small, white-haired woman holding a tiny, long-haired Chihuahua yelping the most ungodly shrill bark I’ve ever heard. The woman props open the screen door with her free hand.

				“Come on in, you two, and pay no never-mind to Macho. He’s all bark, I promise ya. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

				I glance at Xander. “Ladies first,” he says, motioning to the stairs. He presents a steadying hand to me, which I take as I step on the first wobbly step. 

				“Careful there, Evie,” the woman—Ms. Hamilton, I assume—warns me as she puts Macho down. He sits at her feet, staring at me with his head tilted and ears straight up at attention.

				“I’ve got her,” Xander says, moving his hands to my waist. I feel his grip tighten as I move up the stairs. “There you go,” he says as I cross the threshold into the tiny trailer.

				“Evie! I’m so glad to finally see you after all these years,” she cries, throwing her frail arms around me. “Come on in the living room, and have a seat on the davenport.” 

				The old woman leads me into the tiny space, and I follow her command, taking a seat on the edge of her couch. I look up, and Xander’s closing the door behind him as he enters the trailer. He’s so tall that he has to duck underneath the threshold. Macho looks like a tiny mouse, circling Xander’s feet and jumping up on his legs, begging for attention. Xander manages to maneuver around the dog and takes a seat next to me on the couch. Ms. Hamilton apologizes for her “bad manners,” gets up, and hurries (as much as an ancient person can) to the kitchen to retrieve a couple of sodas for us from the refrigerator. 

			

			
				I look around the tiny room and notice that despite the mess outside the trailer, the inside is neatly kept. Several framed photos, some yellowed by time, hang on the paneled walls, while others sit on a three-shelf bookcase across from the couch. In one photo, a familiar young girl with bronzed skin, shiny raven hair, and haunting black eyes smiles down at me from across a tortuous river of time.

				“Is that your mom?” Xander whispers, staring up at the picture. I nod at him.

				“Ms. Hamilton,” I begin when the woman returns, handing Xander and me each a cold can of Coca-Cola. “How are you related to Mia Hamilton?”

				“She’s my granddaughter,” she answers, sitting down on a chair adjacent to the couch. She squints at me. “I’m sorry, Sugar. I thought you knew that when you called me earlier.”

				“You’re my great-grandmother?” I ask, the hint of disbelief in my voice.

				“Yes, darlin’. You’re named after me, didn’t ya know that?” 

				“I figured it out when I saw your name in the phone book.”

				“You got my number in the phone book? Your daddy didn’t give it to you?” She’s blinking at me with a puzzled expression on her wrinkled face.

				“Well, honestly, he doesn’t know I’m here.” I sound guilty, and the more I think about it, the more I realize I could get into big trouble with my dad—er, Nash—for coming here. “Listen, I’m here because I have a question I need answered, and I didn’t know who I’d find when I got here, if I’d find anyone to talk to at all. I couldn’t tell my dad I was coming here because I didn’t want him to know that I’d discovered the truth, that he’s not my real father.”

				“Let me guess; you’re here to find out who your real daddy is.”

				“Yes,” I whisper. 

				“Well, I’m sorry, but Mia never told any of us who he was. She refused to tell anyone. Don’t know why, neither.” She gives me a sympathetic smile and pat on the arm.

				“Do you know where Mia’s mother, my grandmother, is? Maybe my mom confided in her.”

				“Caroline died from drinkin’ too much, among other things, when your momma was just a small girl. Caroline got to drinkin’ when her husband was killed in the line of duty. He was a state trooper and got himself shot when he pulled over a car full of escaped prisoners from the federal pen in Terre Haute. I raised Mia from the time her momma died, and she would’ve told me, if she was gonna tell anyone. I was all that child had.”

				 A sad look comes over the woman’s face, and I feel a twinge of guilt for bringing up these painful memories. 

				“Even when your daddy sent her back from Italy, and she got straightened out on her medications, she would never tell no one who got her pregnant with you. It was like she was protectin’ the guy or something—”

				“Excuse me, what did you just say?” 

				“Yes, she never told nobody—”

				“No, what did you just say about Italy?”

				“Umm,” she answers, looking up as though she’s trying to remember something. “Oh, you mean ’bout Mia comin’ back from Italy? You know, about ten years ago, your momma came back here when she got real sick in the head.”

			

			
				“What are you talking about? My mother died ten years ago in a car crash in Italy.” 

				A look of absolute confusion settles over her weathered face. Her eyes move from me to Xander, then back to me, searching my face as if she’s trying to figure out if I’ve completely lost my mind.

				“Evie, your daddy sent Mia back here to stay because she’d gotten off her meds, and he said she was doin’ crazy things. He said he was worried ’bout your safety. Said she was sayin’ crazy things ’bout you kids. He wanted her seen in a hospital here, because the doctors in Italy weren’t takin’ her threats seriously.”

				The room closes in on me. I hear the cuckoo clock on the wall ticking, but the sound is a hundred miles away. The voices on the TV are hollow and distant, drifting up from the depths of a bottomless well. When Grayce speaks again, I see her lips moving, but her voice seems to originate from somewhere within me, within my own mind.

				“She’s alive, Evie. Well, last time I saw her,’ bout five years ago, she was alive.”

				“I am so confused right now. Are you saying that she didn’t die in a car crash in Italy? Are you saying that my father lied to us?”

				She hesitates for a moment, and then looks me square in the eyes, “I guess so, Evie. I’m sorry I have to be the one to tell you this.”

				“I don’t believe you. My father would never do that. He loved my mother, and he was devastated by her death.”

				“I got proof, young’un.” 

				Grayce stands up from the chair and ambles to a china cabinet in the kitchenette. She returns to us with her arm outstretched, a postcard in her hand. I take the card from her. The picture on the front is a glossy aerial shot of the Lincoln Memorial. I turn it over and notice that the postmark in the top right corner is dated December 21, five years ago. I don’t need to read the message to know who it’s from; I recognize my mother’s scrawled handwriting immediately. She had been the one to teach me how to write my name, and I’ve spent many a night reading the journals she kept when she was a young girl.

				


				Dearest Grandmother,

				I am fine. I still have not foundthe children. I will call you soon.

				Merry Christmas.

				All my love, Mia

				


				I suck in a deep breath as Xander wraps an arm around me. I look up into his beautiful, worried face, but I can’t respond to his concern. My mind is numb with the implications of what I hold in my trembling fingers. My mother is alive, and she’s looking for me. She’s looking for all of us. My father sent her away. He lied to me, and to the twins. But why? Who knows the extent of his lies?

				“Why would my father do that?” I ask.

				My mind is a million miles away, trying to remember anything that could help me make sense of this mess. Any memories of life when my mother was still with us are few. I close my eyes and try to visualize the day my father came home and told me that my mother was dead. It was so long ago and I was so young that the details are foggy at best. I’m remembering my confusion and fear at the time, rather than the actual conversation.

			

			
				“Your momma, she was sick. She wasn’t right in the head, Evie,” Grayce says after a few moments of silence.

				“You keep saying that, but I have no idea what you mean!” I snap at her and hide my face in my hands in an attempt to calm the storm of emotions raging in my head.

				“Sorry,” Xander says to Grayce, pulling me closer to him. “This is a lot to take in at once. Can you tell us what happened, from the beginning?”

				“It’s okay, baby girl,” Grayce says, leaning over and patting my knee. “You want me to start from the beginning?”

				I nod and brace myself against Xander’s shoulder for what I’m about to hear. I glance up at Xander, who is listening so intently that you’d think it’s his mother she’s talking about. She tells us of that November day ten years ago when she received a phone call from my dad. He told her that he was sending mom back to Indiana to be treated for a mental condition. She’d become delusional, believing someone or something wanted to kidnap us because we possessed superhuman abilities. Dad had said she was doing risky things to herself and the kids. He said he’d notified the doctors in Indiana, and that he would send for mom once she was better. But after a few weeks, divorce papers arrived in the mail.

				Listening to my great-grandmother’s story is surreal. I find myself longing for Javier’s comforting arms. I feel myself coming unhinged, so I wrap an arm around Xander and hug him tight in an attempt to ground myself in his strength. 

				“After a few months,” Grayce continues, “your momma was on medicine and doin’ better. But she didn’t remember anything that had happened in Italy. She didn’t remember your daddy sendin’ her back here. All she knew was that she had to find her babies. I told her what your daddy’d done. She didn’t want to believe it, but when she couldn’t get a hold of you’ns in Italy and the Navy wouldn’t give her any information on your whereabouts, well, she had to start believin’, and it damn near broke her again. Finally, one mornin’ I woke up, and she’d just gone. She’d taken off for Washington, DC, according to the note she’d left me. She was goin’ there to find you’ns. To bring her babies back home to Indiana.”

				She stops talking, sucks in a deep breath, and looks up at a picture of my mother suspended in time as a young, beautiful girl, her life not yet ravaged by mental illness. When Grayce begins speaking again, her voice is weak and cracks under the weight of years of uncertainty and worry.

				“That was the last I heard from her,” she whispers, pointing at the postcard in my hand. “I pray every day she’s okay, but I worry she’s off her medicine, that the stress of lookin’ for her family has been too much to bear.”

				She drops her eyes, starts to cry, and covers her face with her right hand. I get up and sit on the arm of the chair next to Grayce. It’s my turn to do the comforting. I wrap both of my arms around her and hug her tightly. Immediately I’m engulfed with a familiar scent—my mother’s favorite perfume, White Linen. 

			

			
				Through my own tears, I whisper to her, “We’ll find her.”

				“You promise, Evie?” she asks, looking up with a hopeful expression in her blue eyes.

				“I promise, Ms. Hamilton,” I answer, and she hugs me back.

				“Evie,” she asks, pulling back from our embrace.

				“Yes?”

				“Will you call me Mamaw?” 

				“Sure.”

				“What’s a mamaw?” Xander asks, wiping a tear from his right eye and giving me an apologetic smile. At that moment, there’s a whisper in my heart imploring my mind to listen. But my mind is stubborn and my heart is still broken. I smile back at him and hope that my face doesn’t reveal too much of the adoration I’m feeling for him. I’m not ready to explore those feelings with Xander just yet.

				“Me,” Grayce answers. “I’m a mamaw.” She grins at him through tears, pride brightening her face.

				Knowing that by now, Xander must be hungry, I suggest that we take Mamaw Grayce to dinner. So we confine Macho to his crate, maneuver carefully down the wobbly front steps, and manage to lift Grayce into the Land Rover thanks to Xander’s prime physical strength. We find a tiny nearby diner a few miles away. The portions are huge and Xander’s happy. Mamaw is thrilled to be out.

				Over dinner, she reminisces about my mother’s childhood. Some of this I knew already, such as how my mom had excelled at school and at playing the piano. She’d taught herself to play by ear using the old upright at church. Mom had taught me to play at the one-room church down the gravel road from our cottage in Italy. I can remember sitting at the out-of-tune piano, Mom seated to my left, patiently positioning my tiny fingers over the yellowed keys.

				Mamaw says that Mom had always been a good student, but that starting in high school, she became withdrawn. She started spending less time with friends and more time holed up in her bedroom reading books and daydreaming. Occasionally, Grayce would walk by Mom’s room and hear her talking to someone. When she’d go in, certain she’d find a boy who’d snuck in the window, instead she would find just Mom on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. When Mamaw asked, “Who are you talking to?” Mom would just look up with a blank expression and then turn her back.

				Mamaw doesn’t remember Mom ever even talking about boys, never mind dating. That’s why, when Mom came home one March evening and revealed she was pregnant with me, Mamaw was shocked. Mamaw tried to get Mom to divulge who my father was, but she would just start crying and curl up on her bed. Mamaw became distraught at seeing her so morose, and she finally stopped asking. 

				Mom gave birth to me in the fall of her senior year. She became so engrossed in taking care of me that her odd, withdrawn behaviors all but stopped. Mamaw heard Mom occasionally talking to herself, but no more than most people. Later, she found out that Mom had been under the care of a psychiatrist and was taking meds. Mom was able to finish high school because Mamaw assisted with me and because Mom had new meds to help her with anxiety. But because of the lack of good jobs in the area, Mom was soon looking for jobs in Indianapolis. 

				One weekend while job hunting in Indy’s froufrou restaurants, she met Nash Sweeney, a dashing naval officer, who was working in recruitment. According to Mamaw, it was love at first sight for the older Nash, and who could blame him? My mother was outrageously beautiful and elegant for a girl so uncultured and uneducated. Nash burned up the phone lines wooing my mother, who, according to Mamaw, was completely blasé about Nash. If Nash had not pursued her so vehemently, it’s unlikely I would’ve ended up a Sweeney. My mother had started to slip back into her solitary ways, but Nash would have nothing of it. He asked Mom to marry him within two months. A week after announcing the engagement, they were hitched at the Marion County Courthouse in Indianapolis by one of Nash’s judge friends. 

			

			
				Mamaw Grayce was happy that Mom had found an upstanding man to marry, but she was beside herself with worry when Nash announced they were moving to Japan, where he was being transferred. Mom never did too well with change, let alone something as huge as relocating halfway around the world; but she’d seemed pleased to be moving to an exotic location. She even managed to smile when talking to Mamaw about it. My mom’s smiles had become so rare, that Mamaw started marking the calendar when they did happen: Mia smiled today.


				The day we left for Japan was the saddest day of Mamaw’s life. I was just a year old, and Mamaw thought she’d never see me again. She could feel it in her bones. She knew Mom would never come back to Martinsville once she left; there was just too much pain in Indiana for her. Nash and Mom came to Mamaw’s trailer to say goodbye. As Mom was buckling me into the car seat—which took some time, because evidently I hated it and fought her like a rabid raccoon, screeching—Mamaw pulled Nash aside and warned him to take care of Mia. She urged Nash to make sure my mom took her meds every day and got a good doctor. Nash had promised, saying not to worry—after all, the best docs worked for the US Navy. Mamaw bent down into the car, kissed my silky, red curls one last time, and stood in the gravel driveway watching us until the car disappeared over the next hill. She went back into the quiet trailer and cried herself to sleep. 

				The only news she ever got from Mom was the occasional postcard, notifying her that we’d moved to a new location and promising that we’d visit as soon as we could. But those visits never happened. Over time, Mamaw’s memory of us started to fade. The only things she had left to remind her of us were the photos she kept around the trailer. She cries when she tells me that after a few years, she could no longer remember the way I smelled or the sound of my mom’s beautiful soprano voice. Right now, I absolutely despise my parents for being so cruel. How could Mom have abandoned the woman who loved and raised her?

				Over raspberry pie, Mamaw pleads with me again to help find Mom and my fury subsides. Of course I’ll do everything in my power to find her. And I’ll make Nash help. He owes us that much. He must give me an explanation—although, what could possibly explain his absolute disregard for his children’s needs and feelings? What could justify his ultimate act of cruelty toward his wife?

				We drive Mamaw back at ten thirty and walk her up the steps into the trailer.

				“May I?” she asks, opening her arms wide. I step toward her and pull her frail frame to me. She lifts her face to my neck and takes in a deep breath. After a moment, she stands back from me and smiles, patting the side of my face. “I remember now.”

				I promise Mamaw that I will not let go of her, now that I have found her. I’ll keep in touch and let her know the progress of the search for my mother. I tell her that I’ll come back soon to visit and bring Ethan and Emma with me.

			

			
				Xander and I return in silence to the motel on the highway. We agree that we are both exhausted, so we decide to just go to bed. 

				“Xander?” I ask when I see him making his nest on the floor. “Will you sleep up here with me tonight?” He looks uneasy. But before he can open his mouth to object, I add, “Please.”

				“Are you sure?” he whispers.

				“Yes. I don’t want to be alone—”

				“But you’re not.”

				“I feel like I am, with you sleeping down there. I can’t even see you.”

				“You can hear me snoring, so you know I’m here,” he replies with a twisted grin.

				“True, but it’s still not the same.” I pull the bedspread down and pat the other side of the bed. “I might want someone to talk to, and it’ll be easier if you’re up here with me. Come on, I won’t bite.”

				“Well, in that case, it’s a definite no.” He smiles, and I throw an extra pillow at his head, but he catches it midair. “Okay, you’ve twisted my arm. I’ll be back in a minute.” 

				Xander disappears into the bathroom. When he comes back out, he’s wearing plaid pajama pants and nothing else. I try not to stare, but it’s too difficult a task—he is so incredibly handsome. He catches my admiration out of the corner of his eye, but instead of making a wisecrack about it, he turns bright red and jumps under the blankets, burying himself up to his throat. I stifle a giggle and turn my back to him. But after a few minutes of reflection on the events of the day, I roll over to face him because a thought has popped into my mind. A question I must have answered—right now.

				“Xander, can I ask you something?”

				“Of course,” he answers.

				“Do you think I’ll end up like my mother?”

				“What do you mean?” he asks, turning to face me. I look directly at him, because I want to see his body language and facial expression when he answers me.

				“Do you think I’ll end up crazy, like her?” Surely this disease is something that could be inherited—a terrible monster that lies in wait until you least expect it to rear its ugly head and completely devour your life. 

				“No, absolutely not,” he answers, placing a hand on my cheek. There’s no hint of deception in his voice. “Your grandmother said that your mom displayed certain behaviors when she was a girl that you obviously do not have. By her descriptions of your mother, I’d say she is schizophrenic. She had the classic symptoms—paranoia, isolationism, and poor school performance.”

				“How do you know all that?”

				“AP Psych.” He smiles and brushes my hair off my face.

				“Of course,” I smile back.

				“I’m going to help you find her, Evie.” He’s staring at me now, and my heart quivers.

				“Thanks, Xander, but you don’t have to do that. Really.”

				“I know I don’t have to do it, I want to do it. Okay?”

				“Okay.” I nod. “Thanks.”

			

			
				“My pleasure,” he says and slides his arm under me and around my shoulders. I don’t pull away. Instead, I snuggle closer to him and rest my head against the warmth of his bare chest. Being here with him feels nice, and I’m grateful that Camilla convinced me to let him come with me. He pulls the blankets up over us and says, “Now get some sleep, Evie. We have a long drive ahead of us tomorrow and lots of planning to do.”

				I close my eyes as Xander reaches over me and turns off the lights. I say a silent prayer for strength and courage. I’m going to need them. 

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 15

				It’s a long and torturous drive back to DC as I contemplate what I want to say, what I must say, to Nash. Xander is my rock; I bounce my words off him. He places a reassuring arm around me when he knows I need it, and I steel myself against him more than once. I don’t try to hide my tears from him anymore, because I trust him. He gives me comfort with his soothing voice and his eloquent words. Xander is kind; I learn this on the twelve-hour drive. When we finally arrive at my house, the sky is a burning twilight streaked with deep shades of pink, purple, and red. The reflection of the soft light does something beautiful to Xander’s golden eyes. I give him a hug, but I hold him longer than I should. I mean to kiss him goodbye on the cheek, but instead my lips find his, and I don’t immediately pull away because the moment is sweet and tender. It’s unexpected but needed, and I like it. I like the way I feel in his arms—loved, understood, and wanted. He’s the one who finally breaks the kiss, and I nuzzle my face against his neck. He kisses my temple and holds me tight against his chest, and I feel something I haven’t felt in a long time—I feel safe.

				“I have to go, Xander,” I say, looking up into his enchanting eyes and wishing I didn’t have to leave him. I’m not ready to give up his warmth, and I’m not entirely certain I’m ready to do what I must: face the truth.

				“I know,” he says, brushing a loose curl from my eye. “Do you want me to come with you?”

				“No, I’ve got to do this part myself,” I say, and Xander nods in agreement.

				“I’m here for you, Evie. Anytime you need me,” he says, and I don’t fight the urge to kiss him again. I just do it, but this time with more intensity. When I pull away from him, his eyes are still closed, and he’s smiling from ear to ear. I kiss those smiling lips and promise to call him tomorrow. Then I leave him.

				It’s dark and empty inside. The cold, damp, mid-October air filling up this cavernous house feels as if it’s electrified by some malevolent presence. I know they’ve all gone bowling, because it’s Saturday night, but they should be home within the hour. I sit at the dining room table just off the foyer to gather my thoughts in the black silence. I’m still not sure how to approach this with my father. I do know that I have to be completely honest with him about everything I know. He may have lied to me, but he has always shown me love. 

				My thoughts turn to my mother and what she must be going through, lost on the streets of DC, probably homeless, hungry, and alone, driven by one innate goal: to find her children. My heart is breaking, thinking of her like this: a once regal-looking woman reduced by mental illness to a disheveled shell of her former self. What could she have done to make my father—who by all accounts was so in love with her—decide to send her away and then lie to his children about it? Obviously, he doesn’t want us to know she’s alive, but why? The more I think about his betrayal, the more infuriated I become. How can I get past this? How can I salvage my relationship with Nash? Does he know who my biological father is? Did Mom ever tell him? I’m going to find out tonight, because I’m going to demand answers. 

			

			
				I’m sitting in the dark when my family comes through the front door. Grandma Winnie flips on the foyer light and gives out a startled scream when she catches a glimpse of me out of her peripherals. The twins start laughing hysterically at the sight of her frightened face—eyes wide, mouth pulled back in a wild grimace. It is rather comical; I’ve never heard her scream so loudly in my life.

				“Evangeline! You scared me half to death. I thought you weren’t coming home until tomorrow night,” she scolds as she hangs her coat in the hall closet.

				“Change of plans,” I say, and already my palms are soaked with sweat. 

				“Well what on earth are you doing sitting here in the dark, child?”

				“Just thinking,” I answer, as I watch my father lug two large grocery bags into the house.

				“Evie, if we’d known you were going to be home, we’d have brought you some food from Montana Joe’s,” he says, walking past me into the kitchen. The twins run up the stairs, and I hear each of their bedroom doors slamming behind them. I’m relieved, because I don’t want them to hear what I have to say. I’m not even fifty-percent sure that I’m ready to confront this yet, but I’m one-hundred percent certain they are not.

				“It’s okay, I’m not hungry anyway.” I watch him unpack the groceries as Grandma Winnie starts cleaning up the dishes in the sink. “Dad, I need to talk to you when you’re done.”

				“Sure, kiddo, be right there.”

				After what seems like forever, he joins me at the table, handing me a cup of my favorite peppermint hot chocolate. He has coffee for himself.

				“Where’d Grandma go?” I take a sip of the hot chocolate, keeping my hands wrapped around the cup. I’ve learned over the years that by keeping my hands occupied, effectively preventing any fidgeting, I’m less likely to give away my nervousness.

				“She went to bed. What’s up, Evie? I can tell you’ve got something on your mind by that frown on your face,” he says, blowing over the coffee and then taking a timid sip.

				“Oh,” I say, and my hand goes to my forehead. Sure enough, my brows are furrowed. Why must everything I’m thinking show on my face? “Listen, Dad. I have something I want to tell you.”

				“Okay, shoot.”

				“I found my birth certificate.” I blurt out. It’s not exactly how I wanted to start the conversation, but I can’t take it back now.

				“Well, you needed it to get your driver’s license, didn’t you? Grandma told me you two were looking for it the other day.”

				“Not that one, Dad. I’m talking about the real one. The one you got from the hospital on the day I was born.” 

				He remains silent, staring into the blackness of the cup of coffee in front of him. Finally, without looking at me, he says, “Why didn’t you come to me, Evie?”

				“So it’s true; you’re not my real father?” I know the answer, of course, but I want to hear him say it himself.

				“I was going to tell you the truth when the time was right. I’ve been meaning to tell you over this last year, but I just couldn’t come up with the right way to approach it. I didn’t want to see you hurt, especially with your mom gone.”

			

			
				“That’s another thing I need to tell you. I went to Indiana this week, not to New York.”

				“What?” His face is turning red, and I know his temper is trying to get the best of him, but he takes a deep breath instead.

				“Because I wanted to find Mom’s family, so they could tell me who my father is.”

				“Evie, I can’t believe you lied to my face,” he whispers, and his eyes lift to meet mine. Suddenly, there’s a stab in my heart, and it’s not because of the sorrow I’m feeling for myself or for my mother. It’s because of what I see in my father’s eyes: heartache, regret, and worry. But I can’t let my devotion to Nash, who lovingly raised me, overshadow what’s really going on. 

				“Really, Dad? You can’t believe I lied to your face?” I’m calm on the outside. On the inside I’m hysterical, but I steady myself as best as I can. I don’t want this to end in a shouting match, mainly because I want answers. “Well, I can’t believe you’re saying that to me after you’ve lied to me and the twins for the last ten years of our lives.”

				“What are you talking about, Evie?” Dad sighs.

				“I found Mamaw Grayce in Indiana. She told me what you did to Mom. I want to hear your side.”

				“What did she tell you?”

				“She said you sent Mom back to Indiana to get medical treatment for her mental illness, and then a few weeks after she was there, you sent divorce papers.” I watch as Dad buries his face in his hands and then rakes his fingers through his thinning, blond hair. “What I don’t understand is why you decided to tell us she was dead, instead of the truth—that you’d abandoned her in some God-forsaken place without any means of taking care of herself.”

				“Did you see her? Did you see your mother?” he asks, and I’m surprised by the desperate, hopeful look in his eyes.

				“No. She doesn’t live there anymore. Mamaw Grayce hasn’t heard from her in over five years. She left a note saying she was going to DC to find us.” My voice cracks when I say this, and my bottom lip trembles. I don’t want to cry, so I bite my lip and clear my throat. 

				Dad looks at me, nods, then drops his eyes back to his coffee. “Evie, I never told you kids that she was dead.” 

				I’m glaring at him now with my jaw slacked in disbelief. Am I really hearing what I’m hearing?

				“Dad, I don’t remember everything from that day, but I distinctly remember you coming home and telling me that Mom was in a car wreck and that she wouldn’t be coming back.”

				“That’s right, that’s exactly what I said. Notice the words ‘death’ or ‘dead’ are nowhere in that statement?”

				“Moot point. You knew what I’d think. I can’t believe you’re saying this.” I shake my head and clasp my hands to my ears.

				“Evie, listen to me,” he says, pulling my hands down. He looks into my eyes, and the strangest expression crosses on his face. It takes me a minute, but I realize what it is—it’s vulnerability, and I’ve never seen that in my father’s eyes, ever. “I want to tell you everything that happened with your mother. I think it’s time you knew. I know you’re mature enough to handle it. I just hope you can understand why I did it—why I had to put you kids first and send her away.” His voice trembles. 

			

			
				I place my hand on his hand because I want him to know that he can tell me anything. I want him to know that I am ready to hear the truth. At least, I think I am.

				I nod and hold his eyes with mine. I try to give him a reassuring smile as I say, “Go ahead, Dad.”

				He takes a deep breath and begins the story of Nash and Mia Sweeney. True to what Mamaw Grayce has told me, they’d met in Indianapolis. Mom was single, had a baby at home, and was looking for a good-paying job. Dad fell in love with her at first sight. She was tall, golden-skinned, and had the biggest, blackest eyes he’d ever seen. 

				“There was a sadness in those eyes that made me want to take care of her. I wanted to hold her and fix whatever it was that had broken her. Those eyes haunted me when we weren’t together. I had to be with her for my own sake, if not hers.”

				He tells me that he continued to call mom, asking to see her on weekends or on her days off. She finally agreed to go out with him after a couple weeks of calling. A month after their first date, he met me. He came to Mamaw Grayce’s trailer, bringing flowers for both women. Mom had completely surprised him on that visit when she asked if he wanted to hold me. 

				“You were only nine months old, Evie, but you held my pinky and looked right into my eyes. Then you smiled at me—I was a-goner after that. I’ve loved you with all my heart since that very day. I was bound and determined to marry your mother after that night, because I knew I absolutely had to have both of you in my life.” A single tear escapes his right eye and slides down his cheek. He smiles at me, but his Irish-green eyes are sad. 

				He tightens his grip on my hand and continues, “Evie, I swear to you, your mother never told me who your biological father is. It was just something we never discussed. I never asked her, and she never volunteered the information. I’ve always thought of you as my own, so it was never an issue with me, and she never brought it up. I’m sorry that I can’t help you with that.”

				I press my lips together and nod, because I believe him. For some reason, my mother did not want anyone to know who my father is. I’m having a hard time understanding why, but it’s no fault of Nash’s. 

				“Go ahead, Dad,” I say and squeeze his hand, trying my best to be encouraging and understanding. My conflicting emotions and loyalties are tearing me up inside. 

				“She was always a little distant,” he says, and I can tell by the tension in his voice and body language that he’s choosing his words carefully. “It took weeks for her to trust me enough to go on a date with me, but she finally did. She was always staring off into space, but I just assumed that she was a daydreamer. Her Grandma Grayce did warn me before we moved away. She pulled me aside and told me that Mia had been behaving oddly, and she didn’t think it was just her being eccentric. I ignored Grayce, though, because I thought she was just trying to keep me from taking you to Japan. She made me promise to make Mia see doctors, and I said I would, but I just couldn’t bear to think there was something wrong with my delicate, beautiful wife. Especially when I saw how she was with you. She loved you so much, Evie. She was so good with you when you were a baby.” His voice chokes when he says this, and I know by the distant look in his eyes that his mind is taking him back to some cherished memory, to some precious time long ago.

			

			
				I have to look away to keep my own emotions in check. Seeing him like this is killing me. It’s not the stoic, astute Captain Sweeney sitting in front of me; it’s my heartbroken, destroyed Daddy. The dutiful child buried somewhere deep inside of me is blaming herself for doing this to him. But, the logical adult inside of me knows that it’s not my fault. This conversation was going to happen sometime, he’d said so himself. At least, that’s what I tell myself to feel better about breaking my Dad’s heart all over again. I try to give him the time he needs to collect himself, but we seem to sit in silence forever.

				Finally, I interrupt his thoughts. “Dad? What changed?” His sad eyes move back to mine, and I swallow hard to steady my voice. “What happened that made you decide to send her away?” 

				“Your mother was so beautiful when we got married. She seemed happy, especially that I’d bonded so quickly with you. After the wedding, I immediately petitioned to adopt you.” He smiles at me and strokes my hand. “You were officially a Sweeney five months later. Adopting you was the best thing I’ve ever done in my life, bar none.”

				“Thanks, Dad,” I say and give him a sincere smile.

				“I knew your mom had her demons. She liked to drink at night—a scotch or two. She said it helped to take the edge off, but really she was self-medicating. I didn’t know how serious her illness was, Evie. She looked so normal on the outside—in the beginning, anyway. No one could guess that she was ill. I believe that was the problem in the end, because I didn’t stay on top of it. I knew she was going to see the Navy psychiatrist, but I didn’t ever ask about it. I know now that I was in denial. Shortly after we moved to Italy, she got pregnant with the twins. She was over the moon. So was I. What I didn’t realize is that she’d stopped taking her medications, because the pharmacist told her that the pills could cause birth defects. The doctors hadn’t told her about that danger because they knew she’d likely stop taking the pills. By the time her symptoms started to show, the twins were born.” 

				“Symptoms? What kind of symptoms?” I ask, prodding him along.

				“She started saying strange things. She’d ask, ‘Did you hear that, Nash?’ and when I asked her what she was talking about, she’d say ‘Oh, nothing’ and change the subject. I’d overhear her talking to herself. When I’d ask her if she said something, she’d just say she was thinking out loud.” He paused, thinking back. “But by the time the twins were a year old, she was having paranoid delusions. She decided that someone or something was trying to take you kids away. She believed you had powers that these entities wanted.”

				“What kind of powers?”

				“She believed that you kids had alien DNA that made you telepathic and psychic,” he says, shaking his head in exasperation. “She thought the aliens would come back to collect you.”

				“Oh wow,” I exclaimed.

				“There was no reasoning with her. She believed it wholeheartedly. She took you all away to a convent in France, hoping to hide you there. I was frantic because I had no idea where she’d gone with you kids. I found you because the sisters there had gotten information off her driver’s license and notified the US embassy in France, who then notified the naval base in Italy. I drove all the way up to Normandy to retrieve you. Your mom was hysterical, convinced that I was in on the conspiracy. I knew something had to be done. I couldn’t stay with her all the time and work, too. Her delusions were making her violent, especially toward me. In her mind, she was doing what she had to do to protect her kids.”

			

			
				When he tells me this, I think of the dreams I’ve been having about my mother and wonder if they’re dreams or if they’re really repressed memories. I don’t want to say anything to Dad about them, because if the dreams are real, I don’t want him to know that I remember. 

				“There was a car wreck, Evie,” he says and looks at me as if he’s trying to decipher my thoughts. “It was the final straw for me. Things couldn’t get any worse than what they’d become, because all of you kids were in the car with her when it happened.”

				I rack my brain, trying to remember the incident he’s speaking of, but nothing comes to me. 

				“You are all lucky to be alive after that, including your mother. She ran off an embankment and flipped the car. When the Italian police arrived, she was talking gibberish and telling them that someone was trying to kill her and take the kids. We’re lucky the police didn’t take you kids away on a charge of child endangerment. I had her admitted to the naval hospital and immediately arranged for her to be sent back to the States to be treated in a mental hospital here. Sending her back to Indiana was what the Navy doctors recommended, because it was a place familiar to her, and her grandmother would be there for her. I couldn’t just leave the Navy, Evie. It was our only means of support.”

				“Why did you divorce her? If you loved her, then why didn’t you see to it that she got better? I’m having a hard time understanding.”

				“I did stay in contact with her doctors in Indiana. After a few weeks of evaluation, they told me that it was unlikely she’d get better. Her disease was so advanced, that with the amount of medications it would require to stop the delusions, she’d essentially be a zombie.” 

				Dad sighs. He pauses for a minute and then looks back up at me. “I couldn’t risk bringing her back. Her delusions were centered on you kids, so the doctors said it was best to keep you away from her, at least for a while. They needed time to work with her, to teach her how to distinguish delusions from reality. 

				“Once schizophrenics start feeling better, they believe they don’t need their pills anymore. Because those medications cause some bad side effects, they stop taking them. This was the problem the doctors in Indiana were having with your mother. She would seem to be doing well, but then she’d stop taking the pills. For your safety, I decided to divorce her and risk alienating you kids, rather than endangering you by bringing her back into our home.”

				The more he talks, the more I realize that I probably would’ve done the same thing, given the situation, especially because of the twins. They were just babies when all this happened, and they needed to be protected. I’m just thankful that they have no memory of how our mother was. If there’s one good thing to come out of this, it’s that I’ve realized how much those two brats mean to me. They may be my half-siblings, but we share this horrible past, and that means something.

				Also, I can see how much that decision has eaten away at my father over the last ten years. Seeing him destroyed like this, I know it couldn’t have been easy for him to keep the secret for so long. It must have been one of the hardest things he’s ever had to do besides sending the woman he loved away and raising three children without their mother.

			

			
				 “It’s okay, Dad,” I say and lean over to place a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “I understand now why you did it. I know you did what was best for everyone at the time.”

				He plants his face in his hands, and his body begins to shudder as a sob escapes between his fingers.

				“Dad, are you okay?” I ask, my voice trembling.

				“I am so, so sorry,” he says, his whole body now racked with sobs. “I never meant to hurt you, I swear.” 

				I rise from my chair and move to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He pulls me down on his lap and hugs me close to him. He rests his tear-soaked cheek against my chest and squeezes me tight around the waist. 

				“Daddy, it’s okay. Please, don’t cry, Daddy.” I say to him as my own tears begin to tumble down my cheeks. 

				“I miss her so much,” he cries and wipes at his eyes with his fingers. “Every time I think of her, it’s as if someone is ripping my heart right out of my chest. I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

				Seeing my father reduced to the broken man in front of me makes me realize what I must do. I must find my mother and reunite them. My father has made so many sacrifices for us, including giving up the woman he loves. It’s time to make his pain go away. I dry my tears with the back of my hand.

				“Don’t worry, Dad,” I whisper to him, stroking the top of his head as if he were the child in need of comforting. “I’m going to find Mom. I’m going to find her and bring her back to you.”

				He looks up at me with red, swollen eyes and nods. “I’m going to help you. We’ll find her. I promise you that, Evie.”

				“I know we will. I have faith.”

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 16

				A few weeks have passed, and we’ve found no signs of my mother in the DC metro area. My father, Xander, and I have combed every known homeless shelter and soup kitchen within a fifty-mile radius. We’ve scoured the local parks, thrusting her picture at everyone and anyone who walks by, hoping that someone will recognize her. Today, Dad and Grandma Winnie are going to hospitals with her picture, while Xander and I go to the police to file a missing persons report. We weren’t sure how long to look for her before seeking help from the police, but with December looming on the calendar, we’re desperate to find her before winter’s bitter blanket descends on us all.

				I’m sitting with Xander outside the detective’s office, clutching in one hand the postcard my mom sent to Mamaw Grayce and in the other a picture of her taken after we moved to Italy—when there was still no trace of the disease on her beautiful features. Over the last few weeks, Xander has been there for me like no one in my life ever has. He’s spent evenings driving me all over the tri-state area looking for my mother. He’s held and comforted me when I could no longer be strong—when the stress of the search and the disappointment of going home every night without her finally overtook me. He’s given up his weekends and his lacrosse practice for me. He never asks anything in return. 

				As I sit here staring at him while he thumbs through a tattered old magazine from the nearby coffee table, I wonder what I’ve done to deserve someone so kind and selfless to walk right into my life when I needed him the most. It’s as if my weary soul had whispered a subconscious prayer for salvation, and the saints answered by sending me Xander.

				He must feel me staring at him, because he looks at me with a side-long glance. Wearing a timid expression, he turns to me and says, “What?”

				“Oh, nothing,” I reply, holding his gaze. His eyes are as tired as mine. He’s been exhausting himself staying up late searching online for back-dated Jane Doe articles in the hopes of finding any remote clue as to my mother’s whereabouts. “I’m just thinking about how wonderful you are.”

				He gives me a shy grin and an aw-shucks shrug, and then tosses the magazine back down on the table.

				“I mean it, Xander,” I say, demanding his attention again with my hand on his forearm. “I don’t know what I would have done without you these last few weeks.”

				“I made a promise to you, and I take my promises very seriously.” He reaches for my right hand and laces his fingers between mine. He lifts my hand and presses it to his cheek. Despite the breathtakingly intimate act, I can’t enjoy the tenderness of the moment because I’m distracted by something—the ring on my second finger, the one now scratching against Xander’s cheek: Javier’s promise ring.

				I’ve been so engrossed in finding my mother these last few weeks that I’ve not tried to contact Javier at all. Discovering the truth about my mother has put a lot of things into perspective for me—such as our relationship. Screw him if he’s not man enough to do the right thing and contact me to break up. As it is, he’s left me up in the air. I’m done. I have things to worry about other than where he is and why he hasn’t contacted me. I’m sick of feeling hurt and guilty because of him. I need to let go of all the poison in my life, starting with Javier. Clearly, I didn’t mean anything to him anyway. I make a mental note to take the damn ring off when I get home and send it back to Spain. As for my tattoo, I’m sure it can be covered up with something more appropriate—perhaps a skull and crossbones. 

			

			
				As for Xander and me, we haven’t talked about the kiss we shared the night he dropped me off at my house, and we haven’t kissed since—but I’ve been more intimate with him than I think I’ve ever been with anyone else. I’ve shared all my thoughts and my frustrations with him. He’s seen me at my worst and my best. Most of all, he knows my weaknesses and my insecurities. I’ve made promises to people, too, and I’m scared to death that I’ll fail to fulfill them, which is probably my biggest insecurity right now. I must bring my mother home. I must be a good sister, daughter and granddaughter. I must be whatever it is that Xander needs me to be. Because no matter what happens, I know more than anything that I want to make him happy. I have to make him happy.

				He’s staring down at me now with those gorgeous, golden eyes, his face wrinkled up in concern.

				“Are you okay, Evie? You’re a million miles away right now,” he says, and I feel an overwhelming urge to kiss him. I lean into him and his expression softens. I close my eyes as our lips are about to touch and—

				“Evangeline Sweeney?” 

				Startled, I whip around and find a man standing in the doorway. He’s just past middle-aged but by the sharp cut of his cheekbones and the way his suit fits, I’d say he takes impeccable care of himself.

				“Yes?” I stammer.

				“Come on in. I’m Detective Drago.”

				I grab my things and shake the detective’s hand as I walk into his office with Xander following behind me.

				“Alexander Bartolomeo.” Xander introduces himself with a handshake.

				“Please sit down,” Detective Drago says as he takes a seat behind the desk. Xander and I sit in the two chairs facing him. “What can I do for you?”

				“I want to file a missing persons report on my mother,” I say, handing him the picture of Mom. He puts the photo down, reaches into the top drawer, and pulls out some paperwork. He looks at the picture and marks a few boxes on the sheet.

				“First name of the missing person?” he asks, pen poised.

				“Amelia Hamilton Sweeney. She goes by Mia,” I answer.

				“Age?”

				“Thirty-five.”

				“Date and location last seen or contacted?”

				“Umm, well,” I say, looking at Xander. He nods, encouragingly. “The last time I saw her was eleven years ago, but the last time anyone saw her was five years ago.”

				“Excuse me?” Detective Drago says, looking up from the paperwork, perplexed.

				“She was living with her grandma in Indiana when she left. Her grandma was the last person to see her,” my voice trembles.

			

			
				“Well, I think you should be filing the report in Indiana,” he says and starts to put the paperwork away.

				“Wait!” I beg, regaining my composure. “The reason I’m filing it here in DC is because my mom sent this postcard to her grandma.” I push the card across to him. He picks it up and examines it. “This is the last place she is known to have been. She was here looking for me and my siblings.”

				Detective Drago hands the postcard back to me. “You’re telling me that no one has heard from your mother in five years, but you’re just now filing a missing persons report?”

				“Yes. I didn’t know she was alive,” I whisper. I’m starting to think that coming here wasn’t such a great idea. Xander reaches down, taking my hand in his, and gives me a gentle squeeze. I know with this gesture that he’s trying to communicate: You can do this. I clear my throat and say in the most confident voice I can muster, “I thought she was dead. Plus, I was only seven years old at the time—”

				“Okay,” he interrupts me. “Start from the beginning and don’t leave anything out.” He leans back in his chair and laces his hands behind his neck. He’s wearing a smart-ass smug expression that says: This should be good. But he should check himself, because he’s got armpit stains the size of Mars. 

				I look over to Xander for a little strength. He gives me a smile, and I squeeze his hand back. I turn to Detective Drago and launch into the whole sordid story. It’s a wonder he doesn’t throw me in the loony bin. But it’s all true. No one could make up a story this twisted. I tell him about everything: my mom’s schizophrenia; my dad’s sending her back to Indiana, then divorcing her when she didn’t get better. I explain why I assumed she was dead all these years. Drago hears how I’ve been having horrible nightmares about my mom, only to find out they’re probably repressed memories. I tell him about my discovery of the original birth certificate and subsequent trip to Indiana. He listens to the story of how we found Mamaw Grayce, and discovered that my mom was alive and searching for her kids in Washington, DC. It all tumbles out so quickly that when I finish talking, Detective Drago is sitting upright in his chair blinking at me, jaw slacked.

				“Young lady, how old are you?” Detective Drago asks, his voice infused with annoyance. 

				“I’m eighteen. I just turned eighteen last month.” And before he can say anything, I add, “I know I’m old enough to file this report on my own. I looked it up before coming here.”

				“Yes, you’re old enough to file the report,” he says, “but the point I’m trying to make is that you’re also old enough for the cold, hard facts.”

				I turn to Xander, who looks as bewildered as I feel. We both focus on the detective.

				“What exactly are you trying to say?” Xander asks, and there’s an edge to his voice that makes me nervous.

				“I’m saying it’s highly unlikely that we’re going to find your mother—alive, anyway.” All the air in my lungs rushes out of me.

				“Wait just a minute!” Xander snarls, and I squeeze his hand tighter. The last thing we need is to be carted off to the tank for getting out of control with a detective. Xander may be only eighteen years old, but his size and height would be intimidating to anyone. Xander gives me an apologetic face and says in a softer voice, “We didn’t come here for you to squash our hopes of finding Mrs. Sweeney. We need your help.”

			

			
				“I’m just being honest with you,” says Detective Drago with a sympathetic look on his face. “Listen, I will file the report and put your mother in the missing persons database. But I can’t devote any staff to searching for her. She left of her own volition—she wasn’t abducted. She’s been missing for a long time, and I have new cases with fresh leads that need investigated.”

				“But—” I begin to protest, but the detective puts a hand up to stop me.

				“That’s the best I can do, Miss Sweeney.” Drago’s voice takes on a hint of concern. “Do you know how many people go missing in this country every day and are never heard from again? The fact that your mother has been missing for five years and has not contacted anyone, including her family back in Indiana, does not bode well. The fact that she’s also a schizophrenic doesn’t help her odds. I’m just being honest.”

				I blink back the tears and nod. I know what he’s saying is true. I’m just not ready to give up.

				“My advice to you would be to hire a private investigator and start going to morgues and funeral homes—”

				“I’m sorry, Evie,” Xander interrupts, “but I can’t sit here and listen to this shit.” He releases my hand, stands up, and storms out the office door. Through the glass window partition, I watch as he drops down in a seat in the lobby, propping his elbows on his knees and planting his face in his hands. I don’t know if it’s the fluorescent lights or the huge wool sweater he’s wearing, but he looks unusually small and in need of comforting.

				I turn back to Detective Drago, who is looking back and forth between Xander and me. With a frown he asks, “Is he going to be okay?” 

				“Yes, I’m sorry,” I try to smile. “He’s just put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into finding her.”

				“Oh, I didn’t realize you two were related.”

				“We’re not,” I say, as hot blood rushes to my cheeks. “We’re . . .good friends,” I finish, having trouble finding the right words to describe my relationship with Xander.

				“Oh, I see,” Detective Drago says. “Anyway, as I was saying: morgues, funeral homes, hospitals, and schizophrenics-anonymous support groups. I’d start there.”

				I nod. “Thank you for your time, Detective. You can keep the photo for the database. It’s a copy.”

				“I’ll upload it right away,” he says, then leans over the desk to whisper to me, “Did you ever consider that your mom may not want to be found?”

				“Actually, yes, I have considered that, but it’s just not who she is, Detective. If she’s on her meds and of somewhat sound mind, she would want to find her family. I’m just worried that she’s given up hope,” I say, my voice trembling again. “That’s why I can never give up on finding her, even if that means finding her bones.”

				Detective Drago looks down at his hands and says, “If you find any leads, please let me know, and I will do whatever I can to help.” He rises from his seat and crosses over to me, offering his hand. “Good luck to you, Miss Sweeney. I sincerely hope you find your mother.”

				“Thanks,” I say, shaking his hand. I exhale and turn to go out the door.

			

			
				Xander looks up as I walk over to him. He rises and wraps me up in his arms. A whimper escapes my lips, and I bury my face in my hands. Xander tightens his hold on me, and we stand there absorbed in one another for a few moments.

				“Don’t you worry,” he whispers in my ear. “I promised you that I’d help you find her, and I intend to find her—alive.”

				“Thank you, Xander,” I say, and wrap my arms around him. “Can we please get out of here?”

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 17

				A few days ago, Xander suggested that we take a night off from our search to celebrate my eighteenth birthday. The day had passed last month without any fanfare because I was too engrossed in the search. Initially I was offended by the suggestion that I would even want to celebrate when I should be hanging flyers. But I reluctantly agreed after Xander went into a diatribe about how we would go insane if we didn’t take time for ourselves. I saw in his face that he was probably already halfway there, and I can’t lose my rock, not now.

				So tonight we’re tucked away in a quiet corner of Jaleo, enjoying some savory paella—my favorite dish, which I haven’t had since I left Spain. Xander’s sitting across the table from me, looking grownup and irresistible. The soft candlelight warms his olive skin and gives his golden eyes an amber glow. He’s wearing all black: a button-down shirt, jacket, and pants. He’s staring at me with intense eyes, but suddenly a goofy grin breaks out on his face.

				“What’s so funny?” I ask, trying to be serious, but the look on his face makes me burst out laughing.

				“Nothing’s funny, silly girl. I’m just thinking how lucky I am to be sitting here with the prettiest girl I’ve ever met,” he says, going heavy on the cheese.

				“Oh please.” I roll my eyes at him. “Now I know you’ve completely lost it.”

				“How’s that, Doctor Sweeney?” His grin widens.

				“Well, you’re friends with Camilla, and she’s easily the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen, so I know you’re full of crap when you say I’m the prettiest girl you’ve ever met.” I look at him, and it’s as if someone has slapped the smile right off his face.

				“Why are you saying that?” His brow furrows.

				“Well, it’s true.” I shrug. “Relax, Xander. It’s okay. My self-esteem isn’t wrapped up in my looks.”

				“Wow,” he says, shaking his head.

				“What?”

				“You really have a deluded self-perception,” he says. “Well, I guess that is kind of a good thing. It’s probably why you’re so easy to get along with and not completely stuck on yourself.”

				“Or not a complete bitch, as Camilla puts it?”

				“Can we please leave her out of the conversation? She’s the last topic I want to talk about tonight,” he says, and by the frustrated look on his face, I know that he’s serious. He squirms in his seat and fidgets with the collar of his shirt.

				“Is there something you want to tell me, Xander?” I say as calmly and non-accusatory as I can, but there are just too many things not making sense when it comes to Xander and Camilla.

				“I’m sorry. It’s just that I’d like to have a night free of any drama, and that’s impossible if Camilla’s in the picture, even abstractly.” His face is serious, but after he takes a sip of his iced tea, his expression softens and he smiles warmly at me.

			

			
				“Okay,” I say and continue working on my paella. Xander tells me about his lacrosse teammate who was killed last weekend in a plane crash over the Florida Everglades. He’s telling me how this guy was going to be the Beckham of the lacrosse world when our phones ding almost simultaneously.

				“Should we check those?” Xander asks.

				“We’d better. It might be my dad with some news. He was supposed to drive down the coast to Virginia Beach and stop at all the hospitals along the way.” I fumble in my bottomless pit of a purse for my cell phone. Xander’s already got his out and checking it before I find mine. He groans and starts texting away. I open my mouth to ask him what’s wrong, but then I look down at my phone. It’s not my dad messaging me. It’s Camilla.

				Evie, are you with Xander? I need to talk to him. Like now!

				I want to text back: of course you do. But I don’t. Instead, I look up at Xander. “Let me guess—Camilla?” I say with more annoyance in my voice than there should be. I mean, she has seen me through some pretty tough times lately. I should have a little sympathy for her, but it’s highly annoying that I haven’t talked to her outside of class for two weeks, and now she wants to interrupt my date with Xander?

				“How’d you know?” He says sarcastically. “She wants me to come down to Club Trinity. Something has got her worked up, I guess. I texted her back that I’m not available tonight.” But as soon as the words are out of his mouth, our phones ding again.

				I look down at my phone and laugh. I laugh, because if I don’t, I might burst out in tears. Plus, I don’t want Xander to see how upset this situation is making me.

				I read the phone message aloud to Xander. “Camilla says to get your ass down to Trinity now. She says you owe it to her.”

				“Christ! I cannot believe her. She knew I was bringing you here for dinner—” Xander says, but then stops short.

				“We’re done eating. Why don’t we just run down there and see what she wants? It’s only three blocks away. We could walk off some of those carbs.” I’m trying to be helpful, but Xander shakes his head.

				“I’m worried that if I go down there, it could end badly.” He rakes his fingers through his wavy, dark hair, frustrated. “But if I don’t go, it could end up worse, I suppose. I’m probably screwed either way.”

				“So we should just go.”

				“Are you sure?” he asks. I know that if I say no, he won’t go. But I just can’t leave Camilla up in the air. She is my friend, even if her neediness and poor timing are highly irritating. What if something bad has happened to her? 

				“Yeah, I’m sure, let’s go,” I answer.

				“I’ll make it up to you, however you want,” he says.

				“How about a piece of chocolate cake for desert after we leave the club?”

				“Well, that wasn’t what I was thinking of, but if that’s what’ll make you happy, then it works for me.” Xander smirks and throws his gold card down on top of the check.

			

			
				***


				Xander and I hurry to the club. The brisk fall wind bites at the exposed skin on my legs and face, and cyclones of reddish-gold fallen leaves swirl around us. When we arrive, Camilla’s sitting alone at the bar, and Christian’s doing a sound check on stage with Systemic Purgatory. We go over to Camilla, hand in hand, and she’s glaring at us as if we’ve done something unforgiveable. She looks down at our joined hands and a frown slowly etches her forehead. She glances up at me briefly, but then trains her eyes on Xander’s face and says, “Do you mind if I talk to Xander alone?” There’s an edge to her voice. 

				“Nope, not at all,” I say, honey dripping from my lips, but in my mind, I’m imagining my hands around her neck. I say to Xander, “I’ll be right over here.”

				“Thanks, Evie. I won’t be long,” says Xander and I know that although he’s talking to me, it’s a warning to Camilla.

				I go over and perch on a stool at the bar. The bartender, who has more piercings and tattoos than teeth, gives me a look, but I wave her away and glance around the club. Because it’s eight p.m. on a Friday night, the place is dead. Besides the handful of bar staff, there are a couple of requisite groupies admiring the band from the front of the stage and some shady-looking characters milling about the back of the room. But other than that, it’s just Xander, Camilla, and me. 

				What could she possibly be freaking out about? I try not to stare, but my eyes flick over to where Xander and Camilla are talking by the back door. He’s leaning against the wall, and Camilla’s pacing a line in front of him, lips moving frantically, her hands flying wildly around. I can tell by the look on her face that she’s coming unhinged. Xander’s lips aren’t moving, but his eyes follow her, and he’s wearing an exasperated expression. Finally, when she’s moved within reach, he grabs her by the wrist and spins her around to face him. He peeks over her shoulder at me, and I flick my eyes away. When I look back, they’re gone, and there’s a sliver of gray light from the street lamps just as the back door slams shut.

				“You know, dear Evie, you really are wasting your time with that boy.” I turn around just as Christian hops on the barstool next to me. To the bartender, he says, “Double on the rocks, Love. And make it the good stuff.”

				“I’m not interested, Christian, so you can just go away now,” I say. I turn my attention to the stage to escape his damned hypnotic blue eyes.

				Christian chortles and then abruptly clears his throat. “Well, darling, don’t you worry your pretty little head. I’ve got a type, and you ain’t it.” 

				I whip my head around and glare at him as he takes a drink of his Scotch, his face smug. I roll my eyes and turn away from him again, but he doesn’t take the hint.

				“I’m just trying to be your friend,” he explains. “Friends do everything within their power to save each other from a whole lot of heartache. At least that’s what I’ve been told. I’m here to warn you. You’re chasing a guy whose heart belongs to someone else.”

				I turn to face him. “Okay, I’m biting, Christian. What are you talking about?” I try to sound indifferent, but my pulse is racing, and I’m pretty sure it shows in the unnaturally high pitch of my voice.

			

			
				“I suppose we’re both losing in the love department,” he sighs. He looks down at my empty hands. “Oh, where are my manners? Would you like a drink?”

				“No thanks.”

				“I insist.”

				“Fine. Diet Coke, please,” I say to the bartender, who’s been hovering nearby with a dreamy look on her face and hanging on Christian’s every word. Give me a break. I stare at Christian dead-on. “Now, can you please explain to me what the hell you’re talking about?”

				“Camilla’s not in love with me. She’s in love with the idea of dating a rock star—”

				“Rock star? Really, Christian.” I scoff and take a cooling sip of the soda that the bartender has just placed in front of me.

				“Bloody hell, thanks for the support, Evie.” He’s wearing a wounded expression, but I know better.

				“Did you ever think that she’s not in love with you because she can’t trust you?” I ask. To me it doesn’t seem like an earth-shattering revelation, but he’s looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind. After a few beats, realization crosses his face, and he wags his head in disbelief.

				“Let me guess, your boyfriend told you stories about what a womanizer I am,” he says, with just the right amount of irony on the word boyfriend to effectively make me take notice. “He’s told you how I’ve left a trail of broken hearts all over DC.”

				“Something like that,” I say dismissively.

				“Of course he’d tell you that,” he says and erupts in a strange, high-pitched cackle, his head thrown back.

				“What do you mean?” My voice is ripe with irritation. I can’t help it. I wish he’d stop beating around the bush and just say whatever it is he’s trying to tell me. Holy hell, this man is infuriating.

				“What I mean is that he told you those things so you’d not trust me.” 

				I look in his face, and I see something I’ve never seen in those blue eyes: vulnerability, innocence, and honesty. I swallow hard, because inside, I’m panicking. Why would Xander lie to me—unless he’s trying to hide something?

				“Why wouldn’t Xander want me to trust you?”

				“Because I know things that he doesn’t want revealed.” He lights up a menthol cigarette, and I glare at him. He raises an eyebrow, and I cock my head toward the ashtray that has magically appeared on the bar (Thank you, enamored, tattooed, bartender lady.) I mean, my God, isn’t smoking illegal in public places? “Sorry,” he says, and grinds the cancer stick into the ashtray. 

				“So you know some secrets? So what? Everyone has secrets.”

				“Do you know why Camilla’s not in love with me? The real reason?” He takes another drink of his scotch and looks me square in the face. I merely shake my head. How the hell should I know? “Because she’s still in love with her first love. We never truly get over our first loves, you know?”

				When he says this, a memory of Javier standing on the beach—mirrored aviators on, head thrown back in laughter—flashes in my mind, and I feel as though someone has punched me in the gut. The air is whisked out of me, and I’m left trembling. I have to set down my glass on the bar to keep from spilling it all over the both of us.

			

			
				“You okay?” he asks, his brow furrowed in an expression that might pass for concern under normal circumstances. However, this is Christian Redfield I’m talking to, and I’m guessing that he has no concern for anyone but himself.

				I take a deep breath and answer, “Yes.”

				“Sure?” He peers closer into my eyes as if he’s assessing my mental status, which I find momentarily unnerving.

				“Yes. Now finish what you were saying,” I demand.

				“You think I’m some horrible bloke who goes around cheating on his girlfriend,” he says, and I give him a you-got-me shrug. “Did you ever think that maybe she cheated on me first?”

				“Well, I don’t sit around thinking about your relationship. So no, I didn’t think about that. I have more important things going on right now.”

				“Really? I think my relationship should matter to you, because she cheated on me with Alexander. I should say she cheats on me with Alexander. She always runs back to him anytime things get bad between us.”

				I know he’s waiting for some dramatic reaction by the way he’s studying my face, but I keep my cool. I’m not completely floored by what he’s just revealed. I have always known something was up between those two.

				“What the hell are you talking about? They’re just friends.”

				“You fell for that, did you?” he says. Trying to show sympathy, he places an awkward hand on my shoulder. “Sweetheart, they were each other’s first; and you should know, it’s not easy to let go of your first.”

				“Now I definitely don’t believe you,” I say and shrug away from him. I glance over toward the back door, but there’s no sign of Xander or Camilla.

				“Why? You didn’t think those two were virgins, did you?” He guffaws. “They were together before I met her. Ask anyone at Holy Cross. It’s common knowledge. As is the fact that Alexander will do anything for her. He will drop everything for her at any time.”

				“That’s not true.”

				“Really? Then what are you doing here right now?”

				Damn, he’s got me there.

				“It just doesn’t make any sense,” I counter. “If they’re still so much in love, why was Camilla trying to play matchmaker between us? We were like her pet project. She seemed excited when we started dating—well, as excited as I’ve seen her.”

				“Who knows why? I sure don’t. All I know is that Alexander gives her comfort that no one else can when she’s upset, which seems like all the time lately. But when she’s had her fill of him, she always runs back to me.”

				I know what he’s saying is true, because I can relate to it. Xander has given me so much comfort and warmth over the last few weeks—well, actually, since the first night I met him at the Redfield house. I can completely understand why Camilla wouldn’t want to give that up because I sure don’t.

				“If what you’re saying is true, then why do you keep taking her back?” It doesn’t make any sense. I’m not about to say this out loud—his head is quite inflated enough already—but Christian can have any girl he wants. He’s got them literally falling at his feet, on stage and off. Why would he put up with Camilla cheating on him, on top of all her other craziness, and then take her back, time after time? I am hugely perplexed at his motive.

			

			
				“The heart wants what the heart wants,” he says simply. I give him a look, and he pours out his feelings. “I’ve never met anyone like her. She’s so incredibly passionate, creative, and intelligent. And, my God, she’s gorgeous. When we’re together, it’s like we were always meant to be. I feel at home with her.” He hesitates. “I love her.”

				I am stunned by Christian’s confession. He’s staring down at the lowball in his hands, with a tormented look on his face. I can’t help but feel sorry for him.

				“I’ve never told anyone that.” He exhales as if a weight has been lifted off his chest. Before me is not the egotistical, rock-star Christian Redfield, charismatic front-man of Systemic Purgatory. I see a broken-hearted, vulnerable, insecure twenty-one-year-old boy who’s in desperate need of a friend in whom he can confide. I decide to be that friend, regardless of everything I’ve been told about him, because I believe he’s trusted me enough to show a side of himself that no one else has seen.

				“Why don’t you tell her this?” I say in a sage voice I had no idea I possessed. 

				“She’d never believe me. I’ve done things I’m not proud of,” he whispers. “I did those things because I was hurting. And I guess I wanted her to hurt, too.” He sighs. “Now I think I’ve destroyed her trust in me.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“The reason she’s so upset—” he hesitates and glances toward the back door. “The reason she called Alexander to come here tonight.”

				“Go ahead, Christian, you can talk to me.” 

				“A girl came into the club about an hour ago,” he says and pinches the bridge of his nose between his right thumb and index finger. “She marched right up to us, to Camilla and me, and announced that she’s pregnant with my baby.”

				“She what?” Okay, now I’m floored. “Who is this girl? Is it true?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You don’t know if it’s true, or you don’t know the girl?”

				“Both.” He grimaces and seems to shrink in his seat by at least a foot. “I’ve seen her around the clubs we’ve played, but I don’t know her name.”

				“Well then, it’s not true. Right?”

				“Not necessarily.”

				“What are you saying? Are you telling me you had unprotected sex with a girl you don’t know?”

				“That’s just it. I don’t remember doing it,” he says, his voice full of shame. He hesitates a moment, and his gaze moves upward from the floor until it locks with mine. That’s when I see the fear, worry, and uncertainty in his face. “I have a problem—”

				“What kind of problem?” I’m trying to keep my voice even so that I can keep his trust in me, but it’s an increasingly difficult task. Right now I just want to smack the crap out of him.

				“It’s the drugs,” he says finally. “It’s the drugs and the alcohol.” He lifts the lowball and takes a long swig of the scotch. When he puts the empty glass down, I fully expect him to start coughing fire, but he doesn’t. His beautiful, blue eyes are bloodshot, and I don’t know if it’s from the alcohol or his broken heart. I’m speechless. I flounder for something to say to make it better, but fortunately he speaks first. “I don’t remember half the shit I do when I’m out with my mates. I just black out.”

			

			
				“Oh God, Christian,” I say, shaking my head. “What are you going to do?”

				To my surprise, my heart is absolutely breaking for him and for Camilla. What she must be going through right now, I can’t even imagine. I give him the time he needs to collect himself. Finally, he looks up at me, and there’s no antagonism on his face. There’s no self-pity. It’s just Christian and me.

				“There’s nothing I can do but wait until the baby is born, and then I’ll take a DNA test. By the looks of the girl, it shouldn’t be more than a few months.”

				“What are you going to do in the meantime, to save your relationship with Camilla?”

				“I don’t think it can be saved. This is going to push her the rest of the way into Alexander’s arms.”

				“Christian, trust me. There is nothing going on now between Camilla and Xander. I promise you. And there hasn’t been anything in a long time. You know why?” I look him pointedly in the face, and he shakes his head. “Because believe it or not, she is completely in love with you. She’d have to be, Christian, to put up with all of this crazy crap.”

				His gaze goes distant as he contemplates what I’ve just said. Finally, he refocuses on me and says, “Thank you.” He gives me the first real smile that I think I’ve ever seen from him. Once again, I’m struck by how handsome he is, but now I see his vulnerability, too.

				“May I make a suggestion?” I ask carefully.

				“Of course.”

				“Stop going out with your mates. Avoid the drinking and the drugs—you’re not a cliché, Christian, you’re a human being. Focus on making Camilla happy, if you want to save your relationship.”

				He looks at me and nods as if to say easier said than done. Then he rises from his barstool, leans over, and kisses me on the cheek. Our eyes meet for a moment, then he silently turns and heads back to the stage, shoulders slumped. I watch him go and wonder if anything will change. I hope it does for all our sakes. Like it or not, I’m falling for Xander, and I don’t think I can survive another broken heart in addition to all I’m dealing with right now.

				I’m absentmindedly checking my cell phone, telling myself that I’m not looking for texts from Javier, when Xander suddenly appears next to me at the bar.

				“Where’s Camilla?” I look around, but she’s nowhere to be seen.

				“She went home. She’s not feeling well,” he says, raking his fingers through his hair and looking incredibly uncomfortable.

				“We need to talk,” I say. He stops fidgeting and gives me a curious look.

				“Okay. Why don’t we go somewhere else?” He takes my hand as I rise from the barstool. “Let’s go get that chocolate cake.”

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 18

				Xander and I are sharing a colossal piece of three-layer, chocolate decadent cake in a tiny diner down the street from Club Trinity. Scattered among the shiny, red vinyl booths are four or five couples enjoying their chicken fried steak and meatloaf specials. Two middle-aged men in trucker attire sit at the counter, feasting on a late-night breakfast of eggs and bacon. The air is thick with the aroma of fried food and cheap coffee. The only sound breaking up the dull, underlying hum of hushed conversation is the occasional clinking of dishes in the kitchen. It’s not a place I’d normally go for food, but this is the best chocolate cake I’ve ever had in my life, so I’ll definitely be back.

				While we’ve been sitting here making small talk, I’ve noticed Xander is a million miles away. He hasn’t mentioned anything about why Camilla insisted we go to Club Trinity. Of course I already know why, but I haven’t said anything about it—yet. I want to find out if Xander will tell me. If he tells me, it would show that our relationship is honest.

				Finally, Xander’s eyes focus on mine. He gives me a weak smile and says, “So what did you want to talk about?” 

				Obviously, he’s not going to make the first move and tell me what’s going on, so I’ll just have to bring it up myself.

				“I don’t know how to approach this with you, so I’m just going to come right out and say it.” I lay my fork down and concentrate on his face. “Christian told me everything.”

				“What did he tell you?”

				“That a girl came into the bar tonight and announced she’s pregnant by him.”

				“Wow, so he admitted it, huh?” Xander says, a smug look crossing his face. “I’m truly surprised that he fessed up to it.”

				“That’s not all he said,” I continue. I don’t know if I should tell him everything I know, but I figure I might as well. It’s got to come out sometime. “He told me about you and Camilla. That you were a couple.”

				“That’s a gross overstatement,” he scoffs, and I’m caught off guard. 

				“What does that mean?” I ask, a little too defensively.

				“It means he exaggerated.” He sighs. 

				“Do you care to elaborate?”

				He sucks in a deep breath and blows it out hard. He stares at me for what seems like forever. I can tell by the way his eyes are searching mine that he’s considering the consequences of what he’s about to say. I’m acutely aware that I need to keep my face neutral. I don’t want him to censor the truth to protect my feelings. 

				“Are you sure you really want to know?”

				“I do want the truth. What have you two been hiding from me?” My voice wanes, and I dig my fingers into my thigh to try to steady my voice.

			

			
				“I haven’t been hiding anything from you. I just haven’t told you everything.”

				“If you haven’t told me everything, then you have been hiding something, Xander,” I point out.

				He gives me a look, but continues. “Camilla and I were not really a couple, but something did happen between us the summer before our freshman year at Holy Cross.”

				“Oh, for Christ’s sake, just go on and tell me. You might as well.”

				“I want you to know that I did not intentionally keep this from you. It isn’t important to me or to Camilla anymore. It’s in the past. It’s not something to make a big deal out of—”

				“Tell me, Xander.” I exhale and give him a warning look.

				“This happened months shy of turning fifteen. We were hanging out at her house one Sunday afternoon while our parents were attending some fundraiser at the country club. Camilla wanted to listen to her dad’s old records up in the attic, so we took a bottle of McCutcheon from her parent’s liquor cabinet and went up there. We listened to everything from the Rolling Stones to the Beatles on an old turntable her father had kept from his college days. Camilla was dancing, and we’d had way too much scotch. The next thing I knew, she was kissing me. Everything happened so fast, it was over before I could even register what we were doing. What I remember most is that “Sweet Child O’ Mine” by Guns ‘N Roses was playing. I was too wasted to remember much of anything else.”

				“So that explains the whole exchange between you and Christian at Club Trinity?” I say, and he gives me a perplexed look. “You know, when he played that song as we were leaving? There was a lot of hostility between you two.”

				“Yes, I remember,” he grumbles. “I know he was trying to push my buttons by dedicating it to you. Apparently, Camilla told him about it. Why, I don’t know.”

				“Because she uses it, and you, and the whole situation to make him jealous. And it works.”

				“That’s doubtful. Christian is not jealous of me in any way.”

				“He thinks you two still have something going on.”

				“What? That’s ridiculous,” he scoffs again, but I just shrug. He stares at me with a stern look in his eyes. Finally, he asks, “Do you think we have something going on?”

				“I don’t know what to think anymore.”

				“What makes you say that?”

				“I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like she’s the most important person in your life. I can’t compete with that—with everything you two have been through. Your entire history together is completely intimidating to me.” I hadn’t had time to actually sit and consider this, but it’s true. It’s a bitter pill to swallow and it’s leaving a horrible taste in my mouth.

				 “But—”

				“No, I mean it. I don’t want to get hurt again. I have to focus all my energy on finding my mother, not sitting around feeling sorry for myself. I’m done with that.” I say this to Xander, but really I’m saying it to myself. It’s becoming clear to me that I’ve got to get rid of everything in my life that could possibly distract me from finding my mother. I can’t be mixed up in some ridiculous relationship drama. 

				Xander takes my hand across the table and looks pointedly into my eyes. 

				“I never want to hurt you. I never will. Whatever you need from me, I will give you. Whatever you want to know, I will tell you. I promise you that from here on out. Okay?” He gives my hand a reassuring squeeze, and I nod.

			

			
				“I just want the truth,” I say, but frankly I’m tired of talking, tired of reasoning, and tired of trying. “Do you, or do you not, still have an on-again, off-again romantic relationship with Camilla?”

				“I absolutely do not.”

				“Then why does Christian think you do?” I ask.

				“I have no idea. What happened back then was a mistake. It’s one of the reasons I don’t drink anymore, because I realized that I make exceedingly bad decisions when I drink. In the weeks after it happened, I was confused about where Camilla and I stood. She met Christian a couple days later, and it was as if nothing had happened between us. She was instantly crazy about him. Nothing has changed there. I guess I was hurt by the fact that she hooked up with him so soon after we were together. In my mind, I thought she loved me that day in the attic; but in reality, she didn’t. It’s true that she came back to me a few months later, after Christian cheated on her with another girl at Holy Cross. I may have been young, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew she was just trying to get back at Christian, so I told her no. I admit, it wasn’t easy, and she didn’t take the rejection well, but I don’t regret it.”

				“Did you love her?” I’m seriously trying my damndest not to sound jealous, but their relationship is burning me up inside. I’m fairly sure that my discomfort is obvious, because every muscle in my face is twitching from my heroic effort to maintain a neutral expression.

				Xander says, “I think I did, as much as any fifteen-year-old guy knows how to love someone. I still love her, but I’m not in love with her. I can definitely say that, now that I know the difference.” He raises his hand to caress the side of my face. Luckily for me, he doesn’t seem to notice the emotional firestorm going on right in front of him.

				I guess I have to be okay with his explanation, if I want to continue to see him. Christian was right: the heart wants what the heart wants.

				“Can we promise not to keep things from each other anymore, whether it’s intentional or not?”

				“Of course I promise,” Xander says.

				***


				It’s just after midnight when Xander drives me home from the diner. The Virginia night sky is lit with starlight, which casts a magical glow over the passing countryside. When we arrive, the house is dark except for the dull-yellow porch light. Everyone must be in bed at this late hour. Xander and I sit in the Land Rover, staring at each other in silence for a few moments. The shadows dancing across his face accentuate the chiseled planes of his cheekbones and veil his golden eyes in dark mystery. When he leans over to kiss me, I meet him halfway. A mischievous spark lights his eyes, and I know instantly what he’s thinking. Our lips touch, and there’s a familiar sensation of white-hot electricity between us. My hands find the back of his neck as our mouths continue to search one another. His lips are soft, skilled, and sweet. My hands move up to the silky mass of curls that I find myself constantly fixated on when we’re together. I pull him closer to me. I arch my back, and his mouth moves downward, kissing my chin, then my neck, and finally my shoulder. I inhale a sharp breath when his hands slide up my thighs and under my skirt. A low-pitched sound escapes me as I exhale, and he smashes his lips to mine again.

			

			
				I make the mistake of opening my eyes. To my utter dismay, there’s Ethan standing just outside the car on the driver’s side, staring at us through the window, and looking like he just stepped out of a V.C. Andrews novel. I scream because of the shock and weirdness of the moment. Xander stops his maddening exploration of my body and sits bolt upright. “What’s wrong?”

				I nod toward Ethan, who’s still standing there, staring at us with the oddest expression on his face. Xander whips his head around and mutters an uncharacteristic, startled curse under his breath.

				“What do you want, Ethan?” I shout, as I straighten myself out and pull my skirt down.

				“Dad says it’s time to come in now,” he replies flatly.

				“Jesus! Okay, I’ll be there in a minute,” I bark. “Now get lost!” 

				Ethan’s eyes narrow at me, but he doesn’t argue. Instead, he turns around and casually walks up to the front door. I imagine he’ll be giving Dad a full report of what he saw in Xander’s Land Rover. Wonderful. The chastity police.


				“I am so sorry,” Xander says as he turns the car’s engine over. “I didn’t know he was standing there.”

				“It’s not your fault that my brother is a little creeper.” I laugh, but the sound is undeniably angry. I’m not angry because he saw us, or that he’ll definitely tell Dad. I’m angry that he interrupted us. “Little brat freaked me out.”

				“I didn’t mean to get so out of control,” he says in a serious tone. “Your driveway is not the place for that.”

				“Yeah, I guess I got a little carried away, too.” I say in a wicked voice. “There’s something about these curls that makes me do crazy things.”

				“Your curls are pretty amazing,” he says, touching my tousled hair.

				“I’m talking about yours, silly,” I say and grab his hand. He laughs and raises my hand to his mouth to kiss it.

				“I’ll pick you up at nine tomorrow.”

				“You’re spending another Saturday with me?” I say in disbelief.

				“Of course. I promised to help you find your mother, and that’s what we’re going to do tomorrow and Sunday,” he answers.

				“Xander, what about lacrosse?” I am seriously worried that his involvement in the search for my mother is going to result in the loss of any collegiate recruitment opportunity for him. If he’s running all over the East Coast with me, how can he possibly have time to practice?

				“In the grand scheme of things, lacrosse is dead last on the priority list.”

				“I don’t want you to put your life on hold for me.”

				“I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for your mother,” he says, and there’s no hint of teasing in his voice. He’s looking at me with wide, innocent eyes, and I can’t help but sigh on the inside. “There’s something you should know. When I devote myself to a cause, I do it one hundred percent. I don’t half-ass anything important to me.”

				“Promise me you won’t lose a scholarship over this.”

				“Evie, I don’t need lacrosse to go to college. My family has plenty of money to send me.” He leans over and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Didn’t you know I play lacrosse for the glory and the chicks? Now that I’ve got the chick, who needs the glory?”

			

			
				“Very funny, mister. Now get out of here before you get me grounded for the rest of my life,” I say, but lean over and kiss those sweet lips one last time.

				When I go inside, I hear Dad calling my name from his office. I go in, and he’s sitting in front of the computer with his reading glasses hanging precariously low on the tip of his nose. He pushes them up over the bridge as he looks up at me.

				“Did you want me?” I ask innocently enough, as I plop down in the arm chair facing Dad’s desk.

				“Hello, sweetie. Did you have a good time tonight celebrating your birthday with Xander?” Dad asks with a soft look on his face. I don’t detect an ounce of accusation in that question.

				“Yeah, we had a nice dinner and went out for chocolate cake at this little diner downtown.” Perhaps creeper boy didn’t tell Dad what he saw in the Land Rover after all.

				“I really like that guy—Xander. He’s been completely selfless with his time and energy to help us.”

				“I’m glad you like him. I think I’m going to keep him around for a while.” I can’t believe I’m talking boys with my dad.

				“What are you doing?” I ask and lean over the desk to see what’s on the computer screen, hoping the abrupt change in conversation isn’t blatantly noticeable.

				“I’m looking through missing persons databases in New York State. Listen, Evie, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

				“Okay. Shoot.”

				“I wanted to ask you what you think about telling Ethan and Emma what’s going on. It’s getting harder to find excuses about what we’re doing every weekend without them. Sooner or later, they’re going to get suspicious or figure it out on their own.”

				“I know. I was just hoping we would find her before we had to break the news to them.”

				We stare at each other in silence for a moment. 

				“Let me tell Emma,” I offer, “and you tell Ethan. We could do it tomorrow. I’ll pick Emma up after ballet practice. I’ll tell her then.”

				“I’ll take Ethan out to lunch and tell him. We should meet back here in the afternoon for a family meeting.”

				I laugh a little inside, because we haven’t had a family meeting since the one back in Spain—the same one that started the avalanche that is now consuming our lives.

				“Xander will be with me. We’re spending the day searching outlying areas.”

				Dad gives an exaggerated shrug of his shoulders. “Fine with me.”

				I get up from the chair and cross over to my father. I bend down and give him a kiss on the cheek. He smiles up at me.

				“Goodnight, Dad.”

				“Good night.” 

				I turn and head for the door, but just as I grab the knob, Dad says, “Oh, and a little less hanky-panky in the driveway, okay? You’re going to traumatize your siblings.”

				It’s true what they say: you won’t die from embarrassment. But if it were possible, I would have dropped dead in my dad’s office right then. Instead, I turn to him and with a slight grin say, “Yes, Dad.” 

			

			
				Then I run for the safety of my bedroom.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 19

				Xander and I spend the morning in Alexandria searching hospitals, morgues, and shelters, just as Detective Drago advised us to do. We post flyers with my mom’s picture anywhere they’ll let us, from shop windows to gas station men’s restrooms. People barely glance at the photo when we thrust it in their faces. It’s a lovely photo of her, taken during the time we lived in Japan, but I know the picture is probably not how she looks now. I still have hope that someone will recognize her. Surely, someone must’ve seen her while she was here. I’ll keep looking for her, no matter how long or how far I have to go. I’m not confident that she’s still in the DC area, but I’m not confident she isn’t, either.

				At one o’clock in the afternoon, we park Xander’s Land Rover near the Franconia Metro Station and take the train downtown to collect Emma from her ballet class. We’re about fifteen minutes early, but we stealthily slip into the studio and take seats in the corner where we can watch the dancers unnoticed. They’re rehearsing for the company’s Christmas production of the Nutcracker, which is an annual fundraiser for a local children’s hospital, performed at the Kennedy Center.

				Emma has won the part of the Sugar Plum Fairy, and I watch as she skillfully leaps, pirouettes, and glides across the floor. Her face is a study in serenity, and her arms float gracefully around her as she moves, her feet landing in silent perfection as if she dances on a cloud. Seeing her in her element gives me a whole new appreciation for my baby sister. Her confidence, her dedication, and her maturity are evident in the way she carries herself. In the beautifully delicate features of her face—the naturally red lips, upturned nose, and sage-green eyes—I see that she’s not concentrating on what her next move should be. Rather, she’s feeling the confluence of the music and her body. She’s lean and powerful, like a young, spirited filly. Seeing her like this, it’s hard to believe she is a thirteen-year-old child and not a seasoned prima ballerina. 

				Suddenly, I’m stricken with guilt, not only for hiding the information about our mother but also for the way I’ve treated her over the years. I’ve always thought of her as a youngster, not my equal. In my mind, she’s still that tiny girl who excitedly tagged along everywhere I went, until one day I pushed her away from me. I’m praying that when I tell her the truth about our mother and our father, she’ll realize that I do now see her as my equal.

				I whisper to Xander to meet me back at the metro station. I’ve decided to take Emma where we can talk privately. I’m going to walk with her to the World War II Memorial, the place where I’ve sought refuge in the calming sound of the water formations so many times since we’ve come here. It’ll probably be quiet there today; everyone will be in the malls shopping for the holidays. 

				As I’m watching Emma in awe, Xander leans over and kisses the side of my mouth, and then disappears through the door before I can say anything else.

				When the instructor announces the end of practice, Emma glances over toward the waiting area and appears genuinely surprised to see me. She trots over to me with a puzzled expression on her face and plops down on the empty seat that Xander just vacated.

			

			
				“Hi. Dad didn’t tell me you were coming today,” she says around raspy breaths.

				“Well, I wanted it to be a surprise,” I answer. “I want to talk with you about something.”

				Her face crinkles, and she says, “Oh. Okay. Just a sec. I’ll go get dressed.”

				I take Emma to get hot chocolate at the café next door. Then we walk the five blocks to the memorial, passing by the Washington Monument, the whole time discussing the ballet and my plans for college. I haven’t really decided what to do, because I don’t want to leave DC until I find my mother. But I can’t tell Emma that fact just yet. Instead, I tell her that I’m still weighing my options. She informs me that she wants to go to college where she can double-major in ballet and medicine. I laugh to myself at the resulting mental image: Emma as a ballerina doctor, going on rounds in a pink tutu layered under a white lab coat, entertaining patients with her graceful pirouettes and leaps.

				When we arrive at the memorial, I show Emma my secret place to hide and watch the crowds go by. We take a seat on a slab of stone tucked back in a corner of the memorial.

				Emma looks intently at me and says, “What did you want to talk to me about?”

				“I want to talk to you about what’s been going on around our house.”

				“Does it have something to do with why you and Dad have been gone every weekend? And why you don’t know what you’re going to do about college? And why Xander seems to be around all the time lately?” 

				This kid doesn’t miss a beat. She gets that from me, most definitely.

				“Yes, actually, it does.”

				“Evie, are you pregnant?”

				My mouth drops open.

				“What? No,” I practically screech. “That’s what you thought?”

				She simply nods and shrugs. She takes another sip of her hot chocolate and says, “Well, thank God you’re not. I’m not ready to be an auntie yet.”

				“I’m not ready to be a mommy yet, so you’re safe for a while, kid,” I say and playfully nudge her with my elbow. “Wait, how does Xander fit into that scenario?” 

				“I thought he was the daddy,” she says, as if that conclusion was a no-brainer. I make a huge mistake and take a sip of my cocoa right before she says, “Ethan said you were having sex with him in the driveway last night, so it made sense in my—”

				The shock of hearing those words from those innocent lips causes me to choke, and I spew a mouthful of hot chocolate all over myself. I’m coughing like I just swallowed half a swimming pool, and Emma’s frantically slapping me on the back as she yells in my ear, “Are you okay?”

				“Yes,” I manage to croak. I nudge her off of me before her screaming shatters my eardrum. “I just choked on the cocoa.”

				“Oh, thank God. I thought you were going to die the way you were coughing,” she says and signs the cross over herself. Obviously, she has spent way too much time with Cora back in Spain.

				“I’m going to kill Ethan,” I say once I regain my composure and the coughing fit has stopped. I retrieve some tissues out of my purse to dry the chocolate stains on my white sweater, although I might as well throw it away when we get home; it’s ruined. “We were not having sex in the driveway, I promise.”

			

			
				“Good. I was going to say that you’re too much of a lady for that kind of behavior.”

				Christ. My baby sister is lecturing me on what constitutes appropriate lady-like behavior. 

				 “Exactly,” I laugh, trying to calm myself down. What I’m about to tell her isn’t going to be easy, and I’ve got to maintain some sort of control of the situation and myself.

				“Listen,” I say, brushing wisps of her silky, straight, blonde hair back off her forehead with my free hand. “What I need to tell you involves all of us, and it’s going to change everything about your life as you now know it.”

				She’s blinking expectantly at me with her intense, almond-shaped, green eyes. She inherited the shape of her eyes from our mother and their color from our father—from her father. She nods at me in a very mature, encouraging manner, and all I can think is that I wish Xander were here with me. I need my rock.

				“The reason Dad and I—” I start.

				“And Xander. Don’t forget him,” Emma interrupts. By the expression on her sweet face, I realize that she has a crush on my Xander. And who could blame her?

				“And Xander,” I continue with a smile. “The reason we’ve been gone every weekend for the last month and a half is because we’ve been searching for something.” Okay, that’s a start. Emma’s staring at me now with a perplexed expression, and I know I have to reach deep inside myself and summon the strength I’m lacking on the surface to finish what I’ve started. There’s no turning back now.

				“What have you been looking for?” Emma whispers, and the frown line on her forehead deepens. Isn’t she too young for frown lines? Why haven’t I noticed them before? I’m acutely aware of the fact that depending on how I approach this, it could possibly ruin Emma’s life and forever change who she is as a person. There is absolutely no way I could live with myself if that were to happen, so I take a deep breath and think about how I would want to hear the news. And then I open my mouth.

				“To get my license, I had to bring my birth certificate,” I say, starting from the beginning. “I found the original document from the hospital where I was born, and I discovered Dad’s name was not on it.”

				“What does that mean?” Emma asks, her face crinkled up in confusion.

				“It means that Dad—Nash—isn’t my biological father,” I answer. Her expression tells me that she doesn’t understand what I’m saying to her. “Mom gave birth to me when she was a senior in high school, and Dad met her a year later and married her. Then he adopted me when I was a baby.”

				“Oh, so that means—” 

				“You’re right. It means we are half-sisters.” I watch her face. She blinks those innocent doe eyes, and a single tear glistens as it slides down her right cheek. Suddenly, something happens that I wasn’t prepared for: I burst into tears. Emma throws her arms around me and squeezes me tight against her bony little shoulder. She’s stroking my back and whispering in my ear that everything will be okay. I sob harder now because I’m the big sister. I’m supposed to be the strong one. 

				I manage to catch my breath and slowly calm myself with help from Emma’s soothing voice. I dry my eyes with the tissue I used to blot my sweater and look into Emma’s stoic face. Although I see a lot of our mother in her, I also see a lot of Nash in her, too. She’s inherited everything that’s good about both of them. She’s strong and wise like her father, and beautiful and kindhearted like our mother. I am none of those things. 

			

			
				I hook my arm around Emma and pull her closer to me. She wraps her arms around my waist and rests her head on my chest. I kiss the top of her head and tell her, “I love you.” And when I do, I realize I’ve never said those words to her, or to Ethan. Emma cranes her neck up to look in my face. Her eyes search mine, but then she lowers her head and hugs me tighter.

				“I always thought you hated me. And Ethan,” she whispers.

				I let loose of her and, tipping her chin up, see that her cheeks are wet with silent tears. A pang of guilt stabs me in the gut, and if I could, I’d twist the knife even deeper, because I deserve it.

				“I have always loved you, Emma. Always. From the time you were just a little baby and momma brought you home from the hospital. You were the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen,” I tell her, and she smiles up at me. “I know I’ve been awful to you. I’ve been a terrible sister. And I promise you, I am going to be better.”

				“Thank you, Evie. I love you, too.” She hugs me tighter, and I swallow hard because of what I’ve got to tell her next. I know it will break her heart, but I’ve got to be honest with her. She’s mature enough to handle it—she’s proven that to me—and I promised her I would be better. So that’s what I’m going to do. I let go of her and turn to face her.

				“Emma, I have something else to tell you,” I say and stroke her cheek. She stares back at me with wide, expectant eyes. “When I found the birth certificate, I went to Indiana where I was born to find my father—my biological father.”

				“You did? Did Dad know?” 

				“No. He didn’t know. I did it behind his back, and I’m not proud of it.”

				“Did you find your real father?”

				“Nash will always be my real father, because he’s the one who worked hard to raise me. But I had to know where I came from. I had to know where I got this ridiculous red hair and freckles,” I say with a weak laugh. “But no, I didn’t find him. I did find someone else.”

				“Who?” she asks, her voice full of anticipation.

				“I found our great-grandmother—mom’s grandma.” 

				“You did? You talked to her?” 

				“Yes. Her name is Grayce—Mamaw Grayce—and she wants to meet you.” I pause for a moment because I’ve got to gather the courage to say what’s next. Emma’s staring at me with her big, wet, green eyes. And looking at those beautiful Irish eyes, I know one thing for sure: if I don’t hurry up and tell her the truth, I’m going to chicken out.

				“She also told me something very important that will change your life forever. Although I had my reservations about telling you, I know I have to. You deserve to know.”

				Emma nods emphatically, her eyes never leaving mine. “Go ahead. You can tell me.”

				“The reason that Dad, Xander, and I have been gone every weekend and some nights during the week . . . the thing we’ve been searching for . . . is our mother,” I say finally. Emma’s staring at me as if I had just said I was from another planet.

			

			
				“I’m sorry. I thought you said you’ve been searching for our mother,” she states, and the rosy color drains from her cheeks and lips.

				“I did say that, Emma.”

				“But—I don’t understand. Mom’s dead.” She says this as if she’s a parent telling her child something for the umpteenth time and the kid’s just not getting it.

				“It’s a very long story, but our mother is alive. She was sent back to Indiana ten years ago to be treated for a very serious illness called schizophrenia.”

				“Sent?” Her face is twisted up in anger. “By who?”

				“Dad had to send her,” I say. Emma’s face turns bright red, the way Dad’s does when he becomes irate. “Don’t be angry, Emma. He had to do it for our safety. Mom was very sick. She had horrible ideas about us. She was too dangerous for us to be around, especially considering how young we were.”

				“She needed us. She needed someone to help her. Plus he robbed Ethan and me of our mother. You remember her, but we don’t. We never knew her, and that’s not fair,” she says and bursts into tears. I pull her in close to me and hold her tight. I’m silent for a few moments. All I can do is try to comfort her with my touch, as she did for me earlier.

				“Emma,” I say after she quiets down, “I can’t argue that fact with you, but you have to know that Dad did what he thought was best for us. It wasn’t an easy decision for him to send away the mother of his children and the love of his life. It was heartbreaking for him, but he had to do it. If he hadn’t made that choice, I can’t say for sure that we’d even be alive today. Her delusions were that dangerous.”

				“What do you mean?” 

				“She thought we had superpowers and that someone was trying to kidnap us or kill us. She did some really strange things with us, because she thought she was protecting her kids. The final straw was when she was trying to escape with us in the car, and she ran it off the road. We could have been killed. That’s when Dad decided to send her back to America for treatment, which was the Navy doctors’ recommendation because she wasn’t following the medicine regimen they put her on.”

				Emma’s gaze drifts over to the water formations, where a small girl is teetering close to the edge. Emma’s eyes are distant, and I can tell she’s hashing over everything in her mind. We watch as the toddler’s mom swoops in and gathers her up in her arms, spinning her around in laughter. I wonder what Emma is thinking right now. Is she wishing she’d had her mother in the tough times to sweep her up in her arms? Is she wishing she had known the sound of her mother’s laughter? The feel of her mother’s lips on her cheek? Or the comforting sensation of their fingers laced together? How about the warmth of the unconditional love that only a mother can give? Emma and Ethan never had the opportunity to experience these things and I am incredibly saddened by this realization.

				Finally, Emma turns to me and says, “I need time to think about this and figure out how I feel.”

				“Of course you do,” I say and hug her tight. “And I’m here for you if you need to talk or to answer your questions. Whatever I can do.”

				“Thank you,” she says, and a small smile crosses her face.

				My cell phone starts buzzing in my pocket. I take it out and see it’s a text message from Dad.

			

			
				Come home asap. I got a reliable lead on your mother.  

				Although my hands are trembling, I quickly gather up my purse and Emma’s dance gear. I grab Emma by the elbow and raise her from the stony seat.

				“Come on. We need to get home,” I say, trying to remain calm, but inside I’m hopeful. I lead the way toward the metro station at the National Mall and text Xander to meet us there.

				“Is everything okay?” Emma asks, her face full of worry.

				“Yes, I hope so,” I say, and leave it at that for now.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 20

				Honestly, I never thought this day would come. I know I’ve dreamt of it almost nightly since I discovered my mother is alive. These happier dreams have replaced the horrible nightmares I’d been having about her. In the new recurring dream, I’m reunited with my mother, and she’s just as she was before the disease overtook her. She’s young, vibrant, and beautiful. She’s everything I think she should have been, and nothing that she actually was. When we are reunited for the first time, she holds me and tells me she loves me, and I feel like everything is okay again. But then I wake up, and I know it is not. My life is the exact opposite of okay.

				Dad received a call yesterday from Maryland’s state police saying that mom’s description matches a Jane Doe who is currently in a coma in a Baltimore extended-care facility after being hit by a car five years ago. She had no ID on her, and no one has come forward to claim her. Police hypothesized that the woman is schizophrenic by witness accounts of how she was acting before she walked into rush-hour traffic in downtown Baltimore. Dad decided we would drive to Baltimore today to investigate whether the woman is my mother.

				Xander, Emma, and I are sitting in the Land Rover in the gated parking lot, waiting for Dad, Grandma Winnie, and Ethan to arrive. When they do, we go into the building together. It’s a state-of-the-art, single-level structure, with an elaborate security system. We walk through two sets of glass doors before stopping at a locked steel set with a video camera mounted to the side. The receptionist at the front desk buzzes us in after we give her our names and the purpose for our visit over the intercom. Standing by the front desk is a slender, middle-aged lady wearing prim dress clothes and sporting an equally prim smile. Over the desk hangs a sign: Meadowlark Extended Living. The lady informs us that her name is Helen, and that she is the social worker for the facility. After brief introductions, she leads us down a dimly lit hallway and stops abruptly outside a closed door. She turns to Nash and gives what is probably a routine speech in this place.

				“I want to warn you,” she informs us, “if this is your loved one, she won’t look the same even taking into consideration the aging process. She has been on and off a respirator that inserts through the front of her neck, called a trach, and she has been tube fed for the last five years. She’s receiving medications and hydration via intravenous lines. Her body is bloated because of the artificial nutrition, and she looks years older than she actually is. She is completely unresponsive. She does have occasional nonpurposeful movements, such as her eyes opening; but these movements are nothing more than reflexes. She’s in what is commonly known as a persistent vegetative state.”

				“Why don’t we go in and see her? We want to see if we think it is her, before we go any further in discussing her condition,” Dad says, throwing a nervous glance toward Ethan and Emma. He’s right; this sort of thing could give them nightmares for the rest of their lives. 

				“Fair enough,” Helen answers and opens the door. The unpleasant sounds, sights, and smells hit me immediately. Apparently, they hit all of us. I look from face to face, and see how disturbed the others are by what we’ve walked into here. All of us, that is, except for Emma. She is the most stoic of us all. Her expression is completely neutral—there’s absolutely no hint of what she’s thinking or feeling on her face. As my senses come back to me, I realize Xander has grabbed my hand. I look up at him, and he’s staring down at me, concerned.

			

			
				“You don’t have to stay in here,” I whisper to him.

				“I want to,” he whispers back, and I nod at him. I glance over to his left and see that he’s holding Emma’s hand as well. I smile up at him, and he winks down at me, but there’s nothing playful in his expression.

				The social worker begins to explain what we are seeing. I look over toward the hospital bed and everything comes into focus again. Machine pumps perch on poles. They make strange clicking sounds as they supply hydration and medications through clear, plastic tubes that are inserted into the veins in her arms. There’s a small monitor on a bedside table that beeps in time with her heartbeat, and reports on her heart rhythm and oxygen level. If the saturation number becomes too low, the social worker explains, then the nurses have to hook her back up to the respirator for a time. Hellen tells us that this usually happens when she gets pneumonia, which is common in people who are bedridden. She points to another machine. On this one hangs a bottle of what looks like chocolate milk. This liquid runs through a tube that disappears under the blankets. Helen says it’s her artificial nutrition, which is administered through a tube that is inserted into her small intestine. Apparently, the rancid chemical smell permeating the room is the tube feeding. It’s an odor that’s difficult to get rid of, and it doesn’t smell so great after it’s been digested. When she says this, there’s a sob-slash-gag, and I turn around as Ethan heads toward the door, hand over his mouth and shoulders heaving. Grandma Winnie hooks an arm around him and mumbles something about how this is no place for children and they disappear through the door. 

				Emma’s eyes flick to mine for just a split second, and then focus back on the bed. There’s no doubt in my mind that she was checking to make sure that I’m handling this okay, that I didn’t need her. I release Xander’s hand and step forward until I’m standing directly next to the bed. Dad moves around to the other side. Emma comes up next to me and wraps an arm around my waist, and together we stare down at what was once a woman. She is so incredibly bloated as to almost be unrecognizable as a human being. She’s propped on her side with pillows tucked behind her back. Helen informs us that repositioning the patient at least every two hours is a method employed to prevent skin breakdown and bed sores, although no matter how diligent the nurses are with turning her, she does still get them. Because of her poor nutritional intake and oxygenation, the sores are increasingly difficult to heal. Wow. This woman’s life, if that’s what you want to call it, is incredibly bleak.

				Helen removes the pillows from behind the woman. She’s flat on her back, so I get a better look at her face. But she is so swollen that her eyes and mouth are nothing more than tiny slits, barely visible between mounds of flesh. Her short, black hair is matted against her head. Thick masses of fluid-filled flesh hang from her neck, and her hands are puffy. Dad bends down and peers closer at her as if he’s looking for something. He stands up straight and turns to Helen.

				“May I touch her?” he asks. Hellen hands him a pair of medical gloves as Xander crosses around to the same side of the bed. Dad leans down and moves his face closer to the woman’s neck. He places a gentle hand to her neck and presses some of the abundant flesh taut. He stands up straight again and looks to each of us. He inhales a deep breath and says to Helen, “It’s not her.”

			

			
				I’m blinking at him, and Emma says, “How can you be sure?”

				“Your mother has a heart-shaped birthmark on the base of her neck. This woman’s neck has no birthmark.” He removes the gloves and tosses them in a nearby trash can.

				“Do you mind if we take a cheek swab from one of the kids, just to make sure?” Helen says to Dad. He shakes his head.

				“That won’t be necessary.” 

				“I think we should, Dad,” I say, and Emma nods in agreement. “I feel like we should be certain, and it’s the only way to accomplish that.”

				“Fine.”

				Hellen leads me back to a clinical room with stainless steel tables, where she swabs the inside of my cheek. It takes me a few minutes, but I realize we’re in the facility’s morgue, where bodies are held until they can be taken to the appropriate mortuary. Back in the reception area, she tells Dad that she’ll have the results within two weeks.

				Emma rides home with the family, while Xander and I drive back to McLean together. He holds my hand in silence the entire drive, and I think about all the reasons I should be happy that this poor woman is not my mother. But I can’t help also thinking about all the reasons I wish she were—for the knowing, for the closure, so I could finally move on with my life. We go to Xander’s house, to his bedroom, where he holds me in his arms as I cry myself to sleep.

				Two weeks later, the letter arrives informing us that my DNA does not match the woman’s in Baltimore, and I steel my heart to start all over again.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 21

				It’s been weeks since we made the trip to Baltimore. Christmas came and went. None of us were feeling particularly festive, although we went through the motions of being a happy family complete with presents, caroling, and Christmas Eve Mass. Xander stayed with us for the holiday break instead of going home to Italy with his grandfather. He said he couldn’t leave me when I needed his help to find mom. I needed him for more than that. Every night I’d sneak into the guestroom and curl up in bed with him. We’d stare at each other until one of us fell asleep. I love watching Xander sleep. He always looks so peaceful, like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I know I don’t sleep like that. My dreams won’t let me.

				Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve been dreaming about Javier. In these dreams, we’re together, we were never apart, and we’re happy. When I awake, I feel stressed, angry, and vulnerable. I don’t have room enough in my heart to feel these things. I’m completely happy with Xander. We are a couple—I know this, everyone knows this—but we’ve not yet defined our relationship. It’s as if we’re too afraid of being hurt again, and if we were to make the relationship official, that’s exactly what would happen.

				I’ve been suffering through the school days at Holy Cross, trudging from class to class. I yearn for May to come, for the warmth of summer, and to finally be finished with this hell on Earth that is high school. I find my solace in Xander. I spend almost every waking minute outside of school with him, researching schizophrenia and searching for my mother. He insists that we take breaks to see ridiculous teen movies and go to his favorite video arcade. It’s in these times that I get a glimpse of the real Xander—the fun-loving, care-free guy—a hint of the many layers of the man I’m falling for.

				I’m trying to shove my organic chemistry book into my tiny locker when I feel someone standing behind me. I spin around and am face to face with the modern-day version of Helen of Troy, or Cleopatra, or whichever historical femme fatale you’d want to compare her to. She’s smirking at me, probably because she recognizes how incredibly jumpy I am. I turn back to my task. You’d think a school as expensive as Holy Cross would have some decent-sized lockers!

				“So are you and Xander going to the inaugural youth ball together?” Camilla asks nonchalantly. But there’s a strange quality to her voice. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she’s jealous.

				“Actually, yes. He asked, and I said yes.” I cringe and turn to her, awaiting her response. 

				Camilla is quiet for a moment. I know she’s not happy about it, no matter what she might say.

				“Well, that’s good,” she says, pursing her lips together and averting her eyes. “It’s time for Xander to move on after what happened with that little bitch cheerleader. You know she broke his heart, right?”

				I know it wasn’t Emily who broke his heart; it was Camilla. But I nod anyway.

				“I think he’s pretty much over it,” I say, hoping that she realizes that I’m really talking about her. I don’t know how much Xander has told her about our relationship, but I’m feeling awkward talking to her about this. I haven’t figured out if she knows that Xander confided in me about their past.

			

			
				“Yeah, I guess,” she shrugs.

				“I hope he’s over it, because I’m really starting to have feelings for him,” I say in a moment of unfounded vulnerability. Immediately, I wish I could somehow put those words back into my mouth. Her expression is a strange cross between devastation and relief. “Come on,” I say and slam my locker shut. “I have to get home.” 

				As we approach the gothic mahogany doors at the entrance to the school, I spot a tall, broad figure leaning against the wall—Xander, wearing a bulky ski jacket and a toboggan on his head. A small group of sophomore girls are standing across the lobby, giggling and whispering among themselves, ogling Xander and not being very discrete about it. He does not appear to notice his admirers, or at least he isn’t acknowledging them. He’s engrossed in something on his smartphone.

				“You better get over there and claim your property before one of those little sluts pounces on him,” Camilla whispers to me and then takes off ahead of me toward the doors. I roll my eyes at her. Does she really think I’m that pathetic? And excuse me but he’s not my property.

				“What are you two up to?” Xander asks as we approach. He places his phone in his backpack and slings the pack over his shoulder.

				“Oh nothing,” I say as I move to his side. He hooks his left arm around my shoulder, pulls me close, and plants a kiss on my forehead. He places a hand on my face and gently cradles me for a moment. I glance up and if looks could kill—well, I wouldn’t be standing here right now. There are five glaring female faces, including Camilla’s, all giving me the green-eyed-monster death stare. I wrap my arms around Xander and squeeze him. He tilts my chin up and searches my eyes with an intensity that makes me weak in the knees.

				“Are you ready to go back to work?” he asks, referring to our nightly routine of internet searches. I nod, and he gives me a quick peck on the lips. My entire body flushes, and our female audience scatters. Guess they’ve seen enough.

				As we push through the massive doors, I bump against Xander, dropping my black purse to the concrete patio and spilling out all its contents.

				“Oh crap!” I exclaim and kneel to the ground to gather my things. The senior students congregated on the portico turn and gawk, but they say nothing. Xander kneels down beside me to help retrieve the mascara rolling down the landing and heading for the steps. 

				“Who is that?” Camilla purrs from above us.

				I look up at Camilla and follow her stare to the red-brick, circular drive in front of the school. Parked there is a black limo flying the Spanish flag from the radio antenna. A tall, lanky, dark-haired soldier in mirrored aviators and full military uniform is leaning against the passenger door with his arms crossed in front of him.

				“Must be a dignitary; that’s the Spanish flag,” I respond, turning my attention back to my belongings sprawled out in front of me. It does not immediately occur to me that foreign dignitaries are not common visitors to the Cross.

				“I don’t believe it!” Xander, who’s looking in the direction of the limo, stands up and starts toward the monstrosity of a car.

			

			
				“Xander?” My eyes follow him to the limo.

				The soldier smiles a familiar smile as Xander approaches and embraces him with a hard slap to the back. As I stand up, my heart sinks down to the cold concrete. I must stumble backward, because Camilla has me by both forearms as she pulls me upright again.

				“What’s wrong?” Camilla says, and I can see my own startled reflection in her huge, mirrored sunglasses. 

				“It’s him . . .” I whisper, before running down the stairs toward the limo.

				“Evie!” Camilla yells after me, but I don’t turn around. I’m completely focused on the soldier in front of me.

				I run up to the two men, so similar in appearance, yet so different, and stop short of crashing into Xander.

				“Javier Santos de la Cruz, I demand to know what you’re doing here!” My voice shrills, and I can do nothing to calm it. I sense eyes boring into the back of my head, and I know, without turning around to check, that the entire senior class of the Cross is standing on the portico watching the drama unfold. Camilla runs up, skidding to a halt next to me.

				“Aren’t you at least going to say hello?” Javier smiles sheepishly. He removes his aviators and places them in his right breast pocket in one smooth, graceful—and familiar—movement. His skin is darker than I remembered, making his smile flash, and his face is unusually gaunt.

				“What’s going on here?” Xander and Camilla ask simultaneously, their faces pinched up in confusion.

				“Xander, Camilla, this is Javier—” I start.

				“I know who he is,” Xander exclaims.“He’s my cousin. I’m asking what’s going on here,” Xander says, motioning between Javier and me. 

				“Oh my God! I had absolutely no idea whatsoever,” I say to Xander apologetically, if not pleadingly.

				Javier pipes up. “Now it’s my turn to ask, what’s going on here?” Javier looks from me to Xander, and then to Camilla, “Who are you?”

				“I’m her best friend—the one whose shoulder she’s been crying on for the last five months, you jerk,” Camilla snarls.

				“Pardon me?” Javier appears dumbfounded and offended.

				“He’s your ex-boyfriend from Spain? My cousin?” Xander’s beginning to piece together the puzzle.

				“Yes,” I admit.

				“Wait,” Javier says, squinting. “Ex-boyfriend? Qué está pasando aquí, Eva?” He looks truly surprised.

				“Yes, Javier,” I burst with pent-up frustration.“I don’t hear from you for months. Then I see an Internet tabloid article with your picture, taken at a royal freaking ball with a beautiful Italian girl. Of course I must assume we no longer exist as a couple!” My voice grows louder with each word.

				Muffled whispers rise from the growing audience a few yards away. I know I’m creating a spectacle, but I’m not about to miss my chance to get some answers. Besides, I’m way past the point of salvaging any of my dignity.

			

			
				“I can explain that,” Javier says, grabbing my arm. “Come with me.”

				“Screw you!” I shrug away from his grip.“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Xander steps between us. 

				“This is a major misunderstanding,” Javier insists.“I can clarify everything to you—”

				“Really?” I interrupt, furious.“Go for it, because I’d really like to have some kind of explanation as to what happened that you could not call, write, text, or email me for the last five months.” I couldn’t care less who witnesses my fury.

				Javier responds, “I don’t think it’s appropriate to discuss our personal lives in front of an audience.” He motions toward the enthralled gaggle of students gathered on the portico, not more than twenty feet behind us. I turn to look, but just as I do, everyone turns away as if they’re engrossed in their own personal conversations. 

				Camilla agrees. “I think he’s right,” she says.“Having everyone know your personal business is the last thing you want.” She places a firm hand on my shoulder as she turns and scowls at the group behind us.

				“Come on,” Javier urges me. “Get in the limo. I will take you home, and we can discuss this privately during the drive.” Javier motions to the open rear passenger door.

				“Why are you in a limo, anyway?” I ask, distracted for the moment.

				“I’m here with the Spanish delegation to the presidential inauguration,” Javier answers, sounding official.

				“What?” Camilla and I ask in unison.

				“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, Javier,” Xander deadpans. Then Xander turns to me. “Evie, just go with him. Hear what he has to say, and then form your opinion.”

				I look up at Xander and immediately recognize the sadness in those gorgeous, golden eyes.

				“Xander, I will see you tonight. I promise.” I give him a hug and stand on my toes to kiss his cheek. “Camilla, I’ll call you later, okay?”

				“Yes, please do.” Camilla shoots Javier her meanest, mean-girl glare. “Come on, Xander, walk me to my car.” 

				She wraps an arm around his waist and pulls him close. My blood begins to boil thinking about how perfect they look together. I have to literally shake the wretched thought from my mind.

				“I’ll call you later, primo,” Javier calls to Xander.

				“Bueno,” Xander whispers over his shoulder. My stomach knots itself into a ball. He’s hurting because of me, and it’s ripping me inside out. All I want to do is chase Xander down and take him in my arms. 

				“Eva, come on, get in the car.” Javier motions to the door. I hesitate a moment longer, debating whether to get into the limo or to run after Xander and Camilla.

				“Okay,” I sigh, crossing in front of him to the car. “Let’s get this over with.”

				“It will all make sense, I promise you, and you will feel so silly.” Javier smiles that devastating smile that I suddenly realize I’ve missed more than I can put into words. I want to slap that smile right off him. Instead, I slide into the leather seat. Instantly, I know I’m going to regret this. 

			

			
				

			





			
				CHAPTER 22

				“Where to, Miss Sweeney?”says the limo driver, peering through a sliding door in the tinted glass partition.

				“How do you know my name?” I’m beyond annoyed at this point, and my voice borders on hostile.

				“Sergeant Cruz, of course,” he says and eyes me with a strange look.

				“Right.” I’m momentarily embarrassed by my own rudeness, but I recover quickly. “1001 Cherry Lane, please.” 

				“Yes, ma’am.” The driver turns forward briefly, then back to us. With a serious voice he says, “Estimated time of arrival, twenty-five minutes, Sergeant Cruz.”

				“Thank you, William.” Javier slides the tinted partition closed and turns to me, leaning in closer as if he’s about to plant a kiss on my mouth, but I push him away at the chest.

				“Start talking, Sergeant Cruz,” I order.“What the hell is going on? Since when are you in the military?” I’m confused. I had no idea that Javier was going into the military. “And what the hell . . . you’re in line for the Spanish throne?”

				“Do you know how many people have to die before I can be crowned king of Spain? Dozens!” Javier replies with a solemn expression, but then bursts out laughing.

				“Javier! I’m serious. Why didn’t you tell me this?”

				“I know I should have told you, but with you moving back to the States, I didn’t want to burden you with it.” Javier stares down at his hands, and his face grows serious again. “I thought, for the time being, that it would be best for you not to know.”

				“What? How can you decide what’s best for me? You lied to me about everything, about who you are.” I realize that the man I fell in love with was nothing more than a fictional character, a figment of the real Javier’s imagination. It would have been enough to destroy the old Evie, but not the new me—the girl who has to put all of her heart and energy into finding her mother.

				“I was truthful about everything with you. I just did not inform you of my familial lineage, or that I was going into the military,” Javier says desperately. “Women usually want to be with me because of my family, because of our wealth—not because of who I am. I was always myself with you. You alone know the true me.”

				Javier reaches across the seat and takes my hand in his. I don’t pull away this time. I look directly into his pleading, sad eyes that could melt hearts of glacial ice. But I don’t want to allow myself to succumb to his charm.

				“Really? So tell me about this Annalisa Giordano. Was that date just a ploy to deflect attention from me? I’d like to hear your explanation of the lovely picture I saw of the two of you together at the royal ball. You looked like a couple.” My voice is cold and unemotional. I won’t let his charm take over my common sense.

			

			
				“Anna is a childhood friend. We grew up together. She agreed to go to the ball with me as a favor to my mother.” Javier laughs as if it’s the most ridiculous thing that I would question his relationship with this beautiful girl.

				“Well, that story doesn’t make me feel any better. I was still in Spain when that photo was taken. Why would you take her instead of me?”

				“Because I had not told you about my family,” Javier explains. “Also, I wanted to keep you for myself. Yes, I wanted to deflect attention from you. If we had stepped out as a couple at an official event, your privacy would have been completely destroyed, at least in Spain. The European tabloids would have been stalking you day and night.” He pauses, and then continues.“Did you know that shortly after we went flamenco dancing in Seville, there was a tabloid article published about me dating a young American?”

				“No, I don’t read tabloids,” I say flatly. But I remember how the women in the flamenco class stared and whispered excitedly amongst themselves when we walked into the small studio, and how they watched us throughout the entire class. I assumed the attention was due to Javier’s uncommon good looks. With this memory, I know Javier is telling me the truth—and that I’m a complete fool.

				“Oh God,” I groan, devastated, placing my hands over my face. All the heartache and hurt I’ve felt over the last five months was for nothing. Javier slides over next to me in the limo, and this time, I don’t push him away. 

				“The reason I haven’t contacted you in months is because I have been physically unable to do so. The night I called and left you a message, I was taken urgently for survival training in Siberia and Uzbekistan, where I’ve been for the last five months. I literally arrived back to Spain two days ago. I came today because I wanted to surprise you. I couldn’t wait to see you again.” Javier leans down and kisses me on the forehead, allowing his lips to linger there.

				“Why didn’t you tell me you were joining the military?” I ask, looking up into his soft, dark eyes. My resolve and anger begin to dissolve.

				“First-born males in my family are expected to serve in the military. It is tradition, and it’s considered our duty to the crown. In telling you why I was joining, I would have had to tell you about my family. Also, I did not want to worry you with it. You already had so much on your plate to deal with, moving back here and leaving your life in Spain. I did not want to add to your heartache.” He continues in a whisper, “I’m on a seven-day leave of absence right now. Then I go to Pakistan to serve indefinitely.”

				I’m frantic to hear this news, and before I realize it, before I can stop myself, I’m weeping. The idea of Javier going to war, into danger, is too much to bear.

				“See, this is why I did not want to tell you, Corazón.” He holds me closer and murmurs into my ear, “The choice of assignment is not mine, but I must go wherever they send me.”

				I start to say, “The thought of you being hurt or. . .” but he places a finger to my lips to silence me. “It’s just too much to . . .” Javier leans down and touches his warm, soft lips to mine. I inhale his scent and am overcome with desire for him. I press my lips against his and devour him. The familiar and comforting effect of his taste is overwhelming, and I press closer to him, desperately wanting to envelop myself in him and never let go. I frantically tuck my arms into his open military jacket, feeling his lean, muscular back beneath my hands. When I finally break the kiss, gasping for air, I realize I’m sitting on his lap, and that I’ve torn the buttons off his white shirt.

			

			
				“Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” I look down at Javier’s bare chest and rippled stomach, exposed by the shirt I’ve ripped open. The tattoo of the heart encircling the Old English E screams back at me. It shouts out the obvious at me: I’m a complete idiot.

				“Don’t worry, I have another one.” Javier moves closer to kiss me again, but this time I hold my hands up to his exposed chest to stop him.

				“Javier, stop. Please,” I say, turning away from him, and looking out the tinted window. After a few beats, I somehow find the words, “I’m sorry I got carried away. Things have changed.”

				“I don’t think so, Amor,” he says, running his finger down my arm. “You’re still wearing the ring I gave you.”

				“No, really,” I reply in a stern voice, turning to him. “Five months is a long time, especially when someone thinks they’ve been dumped.”

				“Is this about Alexander?” Javier eyes me suspiciously. I look down to avoid his accusatory stare. “Is there something going on between you two?”

				“We’ve been dating,” I whisper, and somehow I’m feeling guilty.

				“I knew it!” Javier bellows. I shudder. I’ve never seen him so angry before, and it frightens me. “I knew by the way you looked at him that you have feelings for him.”

				“I do have feelings for him . . . I love him.” I finally say what I know in my heart I’ve felt for weeks, but have been too afraid to admit to myself or to anyone else. “The last thing I want to do is hurt him.”

				“But you’re willing to hurt me, Eva?”

				“You made your decision about us, when you decided not to tell me the truth about yourself,” I say, and Javier sighs with frustration. “Regardless of whether you felt that you were trying to protect me, all you really did was hurt me. I’m not ready to run back to you now, as if nothing at all happened. I have a little more self-respect than that.”

				“In my mind,” he explains, “we’ve always been together. This is just something I had to do.” He pats himself on the arm where his military stripes are neatly sewn to the jacket. “I can’t help it that you were not able to trust in my love for you.”

				“You dare try to put this on me? If you had been honest with me from the start, I would have known why you hadn’t contacted me for over five months, instead of believing I had been dumped by the only man I’d ever loved!” Javier reaches up to wipe a tear from my cheek, but I slap his hand away. “I need time, Javier. I need time to think.”

				Just as I finish my assertion, the limo comes to a stop on the street in front of my house. I look outside the darkly tinted window for Dad’s car but it isn’t in the driveway. Thank God! I don’t want to have to explain why I’ve arrived home by limo.

				“I understand,” he says.“Once you think about it, I’m sure you’ll realize that I did not mean to hurt you, under any circumstance.” He takes my hand, and his lips lightly caress my fingers. “May I return tonight to see you?”

				“No, I’m seeing Xander tonight.” I feel guilty as I watch Javier’s smile fade, but I don’t want to break my promise to Xander. “Don’t talk to him until I do. At least do that for me, please.”

			

			
				“As you wish, Corazón.” He releases my hand and lifts my chin to look directly into my eyes. “Please promise me you will meet me tomorrow. I need to talk with you about something very important.”

				“Fine, what time?” I sigh, because I could never say no—not even now—to those black eyes that seem to peer into my very soul.

				“How about one o’clock at my hotel, the Mandarin Oriental? I can send my limo for you.”

				“Please don’t. I’ll be there. I can probably get Camilla to drive me into the city. We need to go shopping anyway.”

				“Fine.” Javier moves in for a kiss, and I don’t refuse him. I can’t resist the sweet taste of his lips anymore than I can resist a Swiss chocolate bar.

				“I’ve got to go,” I say, pulling away from him. I scoop up my messenger bag and open the door. He leans over again and kisses me on the forehead. 

				“See you tomorrow, Corazón,” he says. I smile wistfully at his nickname for me as I realize I’ve missed hearing it. “I love you.”

				“Goodbye, Javier,” I reply and close the door behind me. I just can’t let those three words come out of my mouth right now. I cannot trust my conflicting emotions. I don’t want to say something so serious, when I don’t even know if I truly mean it.

				As soon as I walk through the front door, my cell phone begins blaring Systemic Purgatory’s recent hit “Intolerable.” I know instantly that it’s Camilla calling; she’d programmed her favorite song into my phone as her ringtone. She must’ve been watching for the limo to drop me off. I run up the stairs, slam the bedroom door behind me, and answer the phone.

				“Yes?” I throw my messenger bag on the floor and plop down on the perfectly made, shabby-chic bed.

				“I’m at your front door, let me in.” Camilla hangs up before I can respond. Great.


				I fly back down the stairs and fling open the door. There she is wearing no make-up, dressed in all-black yoga clothes, with her dark hair tied up in a messy bun. Of course, she still looks beautiful. Her naturally red-stained lips are pouted out in her usual impatient scowl, a definite indication that she’s less than amused.

				“Okay, I want to know everything he said.” She pushes past me and heads up the stairs.

				“Umm, come on in,” I sigh, closing the door and following Camilla to my room. 

				“You have the most ridiculously organized and clean room I think I’ve ever seen.” Camilla looks around the room, awe in her eyes. “You’re a freak, Evie.”

				“I can’t help it if I’m not a slob like you,” I say, smiling.

				“Okay, spill. I want to know everything.” Camilla sits on the beanbag chair in the middle of the floor. “Where the hell was he for five months?”

				“Don’t you think I deserve a little privacy?” I know the answer before even asking the question.

				“Don’t go there, Sweeney,” Camilla snaps. “If my best friend weren’t involved, then I’d say yes. But because he could possibly have his heart broken by what happened in that limo, then no, you don’t deserve any privacy.” Camilla snorts delicately. I really don’t like being on the receiving end of her mean-girl act.

			

			
				 “Javier said he’d been on a military survival training exercise in Russia for the last five months in preparation for deployment to Pakistan.” My heart races with the thought that Javi will be going into harm’s way in less than a month. “He was physically unable to contact me. That’s all.”

				“Oh really?” Camilla has the same smug look on her face she always uses when trying to be sarcastic. “What about the picture online? How did he explain that shot?”

				“He said she’s a childhood friend, and that she went with him as a favor to his mother.”

				“Why didn’t he just take you? You were still living there.” Camilla sounds unconvinced.

				“He didn’t want to put our relationship out in the public. He wanted to spare me the unwanted attention.”

				“What?”

				“Yeah. Because of who his family is, he felt that having the public know about me would not be a good idea. He was worried about my privacy.”

				“Oh, sure, I totally forgot about that. So, how did he explain that he didn’t let you in on the fact that he’s a member of the freaking Spanish royal family?”

				“He basically said he wanted me to get to know him first, before he would tell me about his family.” I shrug. “He said he was tired of girls wanting to date him because of his family. I can’t say that I blame him, really.”

				“You believe that, do you?” Camilla’s sarcasm stings.

				“Yes, actually, I do. I don’t have any reason not to.” I feel myself becoming more defensive by the second.

				“Well, it sounds to me like he didn’t trust that you were mature enough to handle it.”

				“Why would he lie?”

				“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe he wanted to have all the hot women and keep his beautiful little Eva in waiting?” she replies, mocking Javier’s accent. “Everything you thought you knew about him is a lie.”

				“Why are you being so mean?” My voice begins to tremble.

				“Because I saw how hurt you were.” Camilla’s face softens for the moment. “And I don’t want to see Xander hurt in the same way.”

				“Come on, Camilla. I doubt Xander would lose any sleep over me. He can have any girl he wants.”

				“Are you freaking crazy?” she practically shouts. “He’s completely in love with you. Why can’t you see that? Are you seriously that dense?”

				I look over to the nightstand at a framed three-by-five photo of Camilla, Christian, Xander, and me taken at fundraising event for the newly elected President Capshaw. We’re standing with our arms around each other, the guys on either end. Camilla, Christian, and I are smiling into the camera. Xander, however, is smiling down at me. I pick up the frame and peer closer at the photo. The enamored look on Xander’s face is one I see often, and in that moment, I know Camilla is right. I am such an idiot!

				“What?” Camilla asks, craning her neck, trying to see what I have in my hand. I rise from the bed and hand the frame to her.

			

			
				“I know you’re right, Camilla,” I sigh, throwing myself down on the soft bed.

				“What are you going to do?” She places the frame back on the nightstand.

				“Well, tonight I’m going to go to a play and dinner with Xander. Tomorrow, I’m going to meet Javier at the Mandarin Oriental. He has something he wants to talk to me about.”

				“Don’t you dare string Xander along,” she warns. Her expression is completely murderous.

				“I didn’t say I was going to go back to Javier,” I whisper.

				“Does he want you back?”

				“Yes, he made that perfectly clear on the ride home.”

				“What? How?” Camilla glares at me with a look that would frighten the most hardened criminal.

				“Don’t worry, nothing happened,” I assure her. “But I need you to give me a ride to the Mandarin tomorrow; we should go shopping anyway for our youth ball dresses.”

				“Oh, so you’re still going to the youth ball with Xander?”she asks, her voice sardonic.

				“Yes,” I sigh. Her attitude is bordering on overbearing. “Camilla, I haven’t made any decisions concerning Javier yet. I want to hear everything he has to say.” 

				“Well, I expect you to let Xander know what’s going on. I don’t want you keeping him in the dark.”

				“I promise I will tell him tonight.”

				“Well, if you don’t, I will,” Camilla warns. “Why don’t Christian and I just come with you two to—“

				“No, I want to spend this evening alone with Xander, thank you!” I interrupt before she can finish her thought.

				“Fine.” Camilla stands up to leave. “I’ll pick you up at noon.”

				“Great, thanks.”

				“I’ll see myself out. Get ready for your date,” Camilla commands, closing the bedroom door behind her.

				“Yes, Drill Sergeant,” I reply sarcastically, although Camilla is long gone. Seconds later, I hear the front door slam shut.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 23

				Xander knocks on my door at exactly six p.m. I take one last glance in the mirror at my black-silk wrap dress, which makes the auburn shade of my hair seem even more extreme. I’m wearing my mother’s silver and coral necklace that I wore on my last night in Spain with Javier. As I approach the top of the staircase, I hear Nash interrogating Xander in the living room about our plans for tonight. Oh God! I rush down the stairs in my leather stiletto boots, nearly tripping. Although Xander has more than proven himself a trustworthy person over the last few weeks, I don’t think that assumption applies when I’m actually dating him, at least not where my Dad is concerned.

				“There she is,” Nash booms when he looks up at me as I descend the stairs. His voice always seems to become five decibels louder when he’s talking with my male friends. Ethan and Emma are sitting on the couch, pretending to watch TV, but I know they’re really just listening to our conversation. Emma has an obvious crush on Xander, and Ethan thinks it’s awesome that he’s all-state in lacrosse. There really isn’t anything too unimpressive about Xander. He’s definitely a guy’s guy, but he still has that subtly vulnerable, sensitive side that drives all girls wild. He’s easy on the eyes, possessing a physique molded from years of playing sports. But it’s the gentle soul behind those entrancing, golden eyes that makes me weak in the knees. 

				As Xander towers over Nash, I realize quickly how much of a man Xander is, how mature. His ability to look my father directly in the eyes is evidence enough. I have trusted Xander with my emotional shortcomings, and he has not been judgmental. Maybe his emotional maturity comes from having taken care of himself since he moved to the States to live with his grandfather. Although they have a housekeeper, they have essentially lived as bachelors for the last few years.

				“Hi there.” Xander smiles up at me and breaks my thoughts. “You look beautiful.”

				“You don’t look half bad yourself,” I say. “Are you ready?” I grab my favorite black-leather coat from the hall closet.

				“Yeah,” he answers, then steps in the family room and says, “Bye, Emma. Bye, Ethan.”

				“Later, dude.” Ethan says, never taking his eyes from the TV. Emma simply turns red and waves at us, a shy smile crossing her lips. I laugh to myself and blow a kiss at her.

				“What time will you be home?” Dad asks when I take Xander’s hand and lead him to the front door. Dad’s looking at me with a worried, fatherly expression that makes me feel all guilty inside for absolutely no reason.

				“Actually, don’t wait up, Dad,” I say as I open the front door. “We’re going to the Kennedy Center to watch a play and then out to dinner after.”

				“Ev—”

				“No, I mean it.” I counter Dad’s attempted protest with my own attempt at an authoritative tone and steely eyes. Who am I kidding? I lean over and give him a kiss on the cheek. “I am eighteen now. I’ll be okay, Daddy.” He frowns back, but he doesn’t argue.

			

			
				“Take care of my baby girl, Xander,” Dad manages to say before I slam the door shut between us.

				“Evie, is everything okay?” Xander stops on the porch. His face is pure confusion.

				“Yes, come on.” I impatiently pull him down the porch steps. I can’t tell him that I’m a nervous wreck over what I’ve got to tell him tonight. That will be a highly delicate conversation; one not to be had on the steps of my front porch. And especially not while Dad is within ear shot.

				On the drive to the theater, I make small talk with Xander, the whole time tormented over how I’ll explain my feelings to him. He hasn’t asked a single question about my relationship with Javier, or about what transpired during the limo drive home earlier today. This reserve speaks volumes to his strength of character. 

				We sit through the long play, mostly in silence, with the occasional comment about the actors or set design. Not once does Xander try to hold my hand or show any other signs of affection toward me. His distant behavior only augments my anxiety. After we leave the theater, I make the first move. As we’re standing on the sidewalk, waiting for the valet to bring Xander’s Land Rover, I again grab his hand, interlocking my fingers with his. He’s looking toward the parking lot, but as he feels my touch, his gaze turns to me, his eyes probing my face. I give him a reassuring smile.

				“I really need to talk with you tonight, Xander.” I try to calm myself, but my heart is pounding and I know my trembling voice is giving away my nervousness.

				“Are you okay?” he asks, using his free hand to brush a curl off my cheek. He carefully tucks the loose strand behind my ear, and his eyes move back to mine as he awaits a response. The electricity between us is palpable, and suddenly I’m overwhelmed with the urge to kiss him. Without letting go of his hand, I wrap my arm around his neck, pull myself up to his lips, and kiss him tenderly. Xander wraps his free arm around my waist and pulls me in closer. My mind is lost in the moment. All I can think about is how perfect our lips feel together, how perfect my body feels so close to his. I’m intoxicated by him, and I’m wondering how I could ever go back to a life in which there is no Alexander Bartolomeo.

				“Ahem . . .” I turn around and the valet is standing behind me, his arm extended straight out, car keys dangling from his hand. 

				“Thanks, bro,” Xander says, snatching the keys and handing the valet a twenty.

				“Thank you, sir,” the valet replies, clearly pleased with the tip. Xander starts to open the passenger-side door, but I stop him with a touch to his arm.

				“I don’t want to go to dinner,” I say, looking up to his momentarily confused eyes. “I don’t want to go home, either,” I add with a whisper. Xander pauses, searching my face.

				“Why don’t we go to my house?” he offers.“No one’s there. We can talk privately.” His warm breath against my ear sends a tremor through me.

				“Yes,” I nod, as he closes the car door.

				We drive the twenty-minute distance, mostly in silence, except for Jeff Buckley’s haunting voice singing “Hallelujah” on the car’s MP3 player. Xander places his right hand on my thigh, and I steal glances of his profile: his prominent dimpled chin, square jaw line, sharp cheek bones—a face classically beautiful, yet modern, and at the very least, completely mesmerizing. 

			

			
				We arrive at Xander’s Victorian-style house. He opens the car door, and leads me in the house by the hand. He helps me remove my leather coat and hangs it in the hall closet. We ascend the elegantly carved staircase to his room. 

				He walks to the bed and sits down on the edge, watching me with his intense, dark stare. I walk to him, my eyes never leaving his, and stand between his legs. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold him close to me, to my chest, and kiss the top of his head, allowing my lips to linger there in the mass of dark, sweet-smelling curls. I hear his breathing becoming louder, and I feel his shoulders heaving under my arms. I realize that my breathing has grown deeper and is in sync with his. 

				“Your heart is beating so fast,” he says to me, keeping his ear to my left breast. His voice is husky, deeper than usual.

				“I know. I can feel it in my throat,” I admit.

				He places his hands on either side of my hips, moves me slightly away from him, and looks up into my eyes. I find the vulnerability on his face completely irresistible. When his square jaw trembles with his desire, I pull his suit jacket down off his shoulders and begin working at the buttons of his shirt. I have never felt so absolutely out of control in my life, but I welcome it. Xander watches my hands move down his shirt, but then he’s grabbing my wrists, holding them together between us.

				“I know this isn’t what you want,” he says. I silence his protest with a kiss.

				“Yes it is,” I insist. “It’s exactly what I want.”

				“No, it isn’t.” Xander’s voice is at once sad and determined.

				“Why are you saying that?” I release him and sit down on the bed next to him. 

				“I think you know.” Xander turns his face to me, and I see he’s wearing a stern expression.

				“Javier,” I admit. I know I’m defeated in this argument. I was hoping Xander had forgotten about him. I know I wasn’t thinking about him five minutes ago, but I really don’t blame him; Javier’s not someone who’s easily forgotten.

				“It’s over between us,” I say.

				Xander pulls himself up next to me in the bed, wrapping his muscular arms around me and pulling me against his bare chest, his chin resting on my head.

				“I wish I could believe that,” he whispers, kissing me gently on the forehead. “But how can I, when you don’t even believe it yourself?”

				“Xan—”

				“I saw it in your face when you ran up to us at the Cross,” he interrupts before I can mount an argument. “It was a look of relief and happiness and . . . love, even though you were obviously upset. I could tell by the way you looked at him that you have strong feelings for him.”

				“That’s funny.” I try a weak laugh and Xander looks down at me with a puzzled expression. “I’m sorry. It’s just that he said the same thing when I told him about us. He said he could tell by the way I looked at you that I have feelings for you. Those were his words exactly.”

				“You told him about us?” Xander seems surprised. “What did you say?”

				“I said we’ve been dating, and that he can’t just waltz back into my life like nothing happened, because . . .” I hesitate for a moment, because I’m considering the consequences of what I’m about to say. But I can’t suppress my true feelings any longer. “Because I’ve fallen in love with you, Alexander Bartolomeo.” 

			

			
				He’s quiet for a heart-stopping moment, but then he sits bolt-upright in the bed and turns his back to me.

				“Evangeline Sweeney, do not say things you do not truly mean,” he whispers, keeping his back turned. I sit up on my knees and move around so that I can face him. He continues to look straight ahead, as if he doesn’t see me. He’s lost in his own thoughts. I place my left hand gently on his right cheek and turn his face toward me. I see the confusion in his eyes, and instantly a bolt of regret shoots through me. The last thing I want is to cause him any pain. He looks me squarely in the eyes, as if searching my soul for some clue as to my true feelings. I can’t understand why he doesn’t believe me.

				“Xander, I love you,” I say, and I’m taken aback by the truth and desperation in my voice.

				“You love him, too,” he counters after a moment. I consider this statement and decide I won’t hide my feelings.

				“Yes, I do,” I say, and he recoils slightly, “But I’m in love with you. There’s a difference, you know?”

				“I believe I know,” he replies, lying back down on the bed, “because I’ve never been in love . . .” I drop my eyes to my trembling hands, afraid of what he might say next, but he surprises me when he says, “until now.”

				I look into his soft eyes, full of truth, and wish that my life could be a hundred times less complicated. I lie down and curl wrap body around his.

				“I have to admit,” Xander continues, “that I can’t stand to see you with him. Never mind the fact that he’s my freaking cousin.” I open my mouth to protest, but Xander holds a finger to my lips. “I mean, he’s better-looking, richer, and for Christ’s sake, he has royal blood! He could conceivably be king some day!”

				“Xander, that’s ridiculous. Do you know how many people have to die for that to happen?” I ask. Javier’s logic was sound, after all.

				“Well, that is true, I guess.” Xander muses.

				“I had hoped that you knew me better than to think that money, power, or social status mean a damn thing to me,” I say. I can’t help but feel somewhat offended.

				“I know. I’m sorry.” He kisses the top of my head. “It’s actually one of the reasons I fell in love with you.”

				“Oh, I’d like to hear some of these so called reasons,” I tease.

				“Now, if I told you, you’d have the upper hand on me,” Xander says, laughing; but I suspect he means it.

				“I don’t think we should start a relationship in which we’re consciously trying to have the upper hand over the other person, do you?”

				“Are we in a relationship?” Xander pulls away from me and lifts my chin again, searching my face for some evidence of a lie. “Is that what this is?”

				“In my heart, I believe it is.” I place a hand to his face, tracing his right cheekbone with my thumb. “More importantly, I want it to be.”

			

			
				“What about him?” Xander looks up at the ceiling, I suspect in an attempt to hide his disdain, disapproval, or both. How could I possibly feel good about coming between family members? They seemed congenial—downright brotherly—when they saw each other at the Cross yesterday.

				“He’s asked me to meet with him at his hotel tomorrow,” I say nonchalantly, trying to make the meeting seem insignificant, although I know in my heart it isn’t.

				“Why?” he asks. I hear a tinge of jealousy in his voice.

				“I really have no clue, Xander.” I look up at him. “He just said he had something he wanted to talk with me about. It doesn’t sound like a big deal.”

				“Well, I’m going with you,” he replies with a gruff. 

				“No, you’re not,” I say. Then I realize how my abrupt tone could be interpreted. I add softly, “Camilla’s going with me. You know that’s as good as having two body guards.”

				Xander frowns and begins to argue his point, but I place a finger to his lips before he can speak.

				“Whatever he wants to talk to me about is between me and Javier. I’m sorry, but it’s not your place to go with me. You’ll have to trust me.”


				Xander exhales long and hard. For a moment, he stares up at the ceiling as if watching an intense movie scene.

				“I know you’re right,” he finally says. He turns and looks me in the eyes. “I’m going to show you how much I trust you by never asking you about it again. But if you want to talk to me about what happens, then I’ll listen.”

				“That’s one of the reasons I adore you so much,” I say with a smile. “You’re the most understanding person I know.” 

				He pulls me closer and kisses me like I’ve never been kissed before. His hands are gently, but urgently searching me, and I whisper in his ear what I want him to do. We’re entwined in one another, and I feel as though every cell in my body has been screaming for this moment my entire life. I completely lose myself, and so does he.

				***


				I awake to my phone ringing, and I sit bolt-upright in bed, realizing that I had not called my dad last night. I jump up and frantically dig through my purse for the blaring phone. I sigh when my mind finally registers that it’s Camilla’s ringtone.

				“Hello?” I whisper into the receiver with my hand over my mouth. I glance over at Xander, who is sleeping peacefully. He looks like an oversized child lying there on his stomach—he has this strange angelic look on his face. It’s strange, because what happened last night was anything but angelic—although I’m pretty sure the heavens parted.

				“Where the hell are you? I’m at your house, and your dad is seriously pissed.”

				“Let me talk to him,” I say. I hear a muffled whisper, as if she has her hand over the phone.

				“Evangeline Sweeney. I realize you are eighteen years old, but as long as you are living in my house, you will give me the common courtesy of calling me if you will not be coming home!” Dad’s voice is beyond pissed.

				“Nash—”

			

			
				“And another thing, you will address me as Dad. I’ve raised you your entire life, and I believe I have earned that title. Understood?”

				“Dad, I’m sorry. I’m at Xander’s, and I fell asleep. I’m fine.”

				“What’s wrong?” Xander’s awake and watching me from the bed. I mouth “be quiet” to him. He stretches his arms out and grins at me.

				“Evie, we will talk about this later. Here’s Camilla.” I hear Camilla talking to Nash in the background: Thanks, Mr. Sweeney. I’ll see you soon. Bye. Then a door shuts.

				“Where are you? I thought you wanted me to pick you up at noon.”

				“I’m at Xander’s.”

				“Wait . . . you’re telling me you spent the night there?” Camilla sounds shocked and seriously annoyed.

				“Yes, Camilla. Is that okay with you?”

				“I’ll be right over.” Then silence on the other end.

				“Freaking great!” I sigh, throwing the phone on the bed. I start to gather my things, but Xander reaches out with his long arm and pulls me down on the bed. However, I’m not in the mood for play.

				“Xander, I have to get ready. Camilla’s on the way over here, and she doesn’t sound excited that we spent the night together.” I try to wrestle out of his arms, but he holds me tight. He lifts my chin and kisses me on the lips. His body is warm and inviting, and I feel myself relaxing against him.

				“She’ll get over it,” he says and loosens his grip on me.

				“I don’t think she will.”

				“She’s territorial. It’s one of the qualities that make her such a loyal friend.” 

				“Well, I want to keep her as a friend, so I’d better be ready to go when she gets here. She was not ecstatic about driving me into the city today—” 

				“To see Javier.” Xander looks down, then back to me. “Stay here with me today. I don’t want you to go.”

				“Xander, I get it. I understand why you don’t want me to see him. You probably think a clean break is best,” I say. Xander shrugs and nods in agreement. “But I need some kind of closure. There’s too much history and feelings for there not to be closure. I hope you understand.”

				“I understand, and I trust you. I just know that if I were him, I’d try anything to get you back, and that’s what’s worrying me right now.”

				I wave at him to get his complete attention. “I am a human being, complete with free will. Even if he were trying to get me back, as you say, it would take an act of God. Okay? Can you please trust me on that?”

				“Yes.”

				“Thank you,” I say and kiss him tenderly on the lips. “Now, I do need to get ready before Camilla gets here.”

				“There’s a guest bath down the hall, and there should be toiletries in the cabinet. I’m going to jump in the shower in my bathroom. It’s probably better if I’m not around when Camilla arrives.”

				“Chicken! Let me take the heat alone!” I was only halfway teasing. Xander laughs and kisses me on the forehead.

			

			
				“Good luck with that,” he says as he gets up and walks into his en-suite bath, wearing nothing but boxer shorts. I watch him until he shuts the door behind him, then I jump out of bed and run down the hall to the guest bath, contemplating what I’ll say to Javier. How will I let him know that, indeed, I do not want him anymore? Xander’s right about Javi’s motives, I know that much. 

				I quickly shower and don my dress from last night. I find a new toothbrush in the sundries drawer and silently thank the gods. I finger-comb and tousle my towel-dried hair and head back to Xander’s room. I find a note scribbled on lined paper taped to the door.

				Evie, Have to go to lacrosse practice. I’ll call you tonight. Love, Xander

				“Why don’t I believe that?” I mutter to myself. Just as I finish reading the note, the doorbell begins to ring incessantly. When I don’t immediately answer, she starts pounding on the door for good measure.

				“Coming!” I yell, knowing that Camilla cannot hear me. Dear GOD, she’s going to wake up the entire neighborhood! I sprint for the door, and fling it open. There’s Camilla’s impatient but gorgeous face.

				“Jesus, Camilla!” I hiss as she pushes past me.

				“Okay, start explaining, Sweeney. Oh, and here are some clothes I brought you from my house, hooker.” Camilla shoves a black-velour track suit and matching ballet flats into my arms.

				“Thanks,” I say sweetly, but I’m a bit breathless and dizzy. Camilla tends to have that effect on people.

				“I want that back. It’s my favorite, Juicy Couture. So, where’s Xander?” Camilla eyes me suspiciously and glances around.

				“Just calm down. You’re giving me a headache!” I say, ducking into the hall bath off the foyer to change clothes. I leave the door slightly cracked so I can continue the conversation with Camilla. “Xander went to lacrosse practice.”

				“That’s bullshit. He just didn’t want to face me. I know him too well. Plus they’ve never had practice on Saturday mornings in January! That chicken shit!”

				Yeah, my thoughts exactly!

				“Camilla, what’s the big deal? It’s not like you and Christian haven’t spent a night together.”

				“Yes, but I’m not contemplating going back to my ex-boyfriend. Did you at least tell Xander?”

				“First of all, I am not considering going back to my ex. Second of all, I did tell Xander everything—that I’m going to meet with Javier today.”

				“And what did he say?”

				“Well, he doesn’t want me to go, of course. But he trusts me, so he’s okay with it.” I exit the bathroom and find myself face to face with Camilla.

				“Barf,” Camilla mock-gags herself. “He’s only okay with it because I’m going.”

				“Whatever. Come on, let’s get this over with,” I grab her shoulders and turn her toward the door.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 24

				“I’m going up to the room with you, Evie. Don’t try to stop me,” Camilla asserts as we open the gilded glass doors and enter the massive, circular lobby of the Mandarin Oriental Hotel. We’re instantly overtaken by the aroma of Asian lilies and burning teak wood. The lobby is punctuated with dark-bamboo columns footed by smooth, black-and-white marble. 

				“No, Camilla, you can wait down here for me.” I wonder if I’m going to have to end this conversation with a shouting match.

				“Miss Sweeney?” Startled by the familiar voice, I spin around on my heels. The limo driver from yesterday is staring down at me. “I’m William; we met yesterday.”

				“Yes, I remember.” I smile in an attempt to hide what I know has to be a look of terror on my face.

				“Sergeant Cruz sent me to meet you and show you up to the suite.”

				“Oh let me guess, he’s staying in the Presidential Suite,” Camilla quips sarcastically.

				“Yes,” William answers, looking puzzled.

				“Never mind. Let’s go,” Camilla says and starts toward the elevator bay.

				“Excuse me, Miss. . . Sergeant Cruz has asked that Miss Sweeney come to the suite alone.” William motions to the ornate couches a few feet away. “You may relax here in the lobby. The concierge can bring you a beverage.”

				“Listen, Bill. That’s my best friend, and she’s not going up to some strange guy’s Presidential Suite alone.” Camilla’s face turns a shade of red usually reserved for her interactions with Laurel.

				“Those are my orders, Miss, and I follow them.” William shrugs, almost apologetically.

				“Camilla, please calm down. Javier is not a stranger to me, remember? I won’t be long.”

				“You’ve got half an hour, Sweeney. Any longer and I’m calling the cops. Then I’m going to the spa and charging everything to his suite. Got it?” She jabs a long, dark, manicured finger into William’s chest.

				“Relax, Camilla, you’re going to stroke out! I’ll be back,” I holler over my shoulder as I follow William to the elevator bay.

				“Wow. She’s a handful.” William sounds exasperated, but the corners of his mouth are tipped up in a slight smile. Camilla is never more charming—or beautiful—than when she’s in full-on, pissed-off mode.

				“You have absolutely no idea.” I know my friend is just worried about me and Alexander, but her tactics are a touch over the top. 

				“Here we are, Miss Sweeney,” William says as we step off the elevator to the Mandarin’s opulent Presidential Suite. “Follow me please.” 

				I follow William through a foyer and living room, stopping in front of a large door. He knocks twice.

			

			
				“Pasen.” I recognize Javier’s voice on the other side. William opens the door and closes it behind me, the lock clicking softly. I enter what I realize is the master bedroom of the suite; a king-sized, four-poster, lacquered bed dominates the middle of the room. Javier, dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt, sits perched on the foot of the bed, his smile bigger than ever.

				“Guapísima, siéntense aquí.” Javier pats the bed next to him.

				“Javier, I don’t have a lot of time to chit-chat. Camilla is waiting down in the lobby. We’re going shopping to buy our dresses for the Inaugural Youth Ball.” I have no idea why I feel so uncomfortable, but I do. I know by looking at his face that the longer I’m in this room with him, the more I’m going to regret it. So I say, “Just get to the point.”

				Javier throws his head back in laughter, and my cheeks go hot with anger. 

				“What’s so damned funny?”

				“Oh, mí Corazón, you haven’t changed one bit. You’re still as stubborn as ever.” He saunters over to me, grabs me around the waist, and pulls me closer to him. “My God, how I’ve missed you.”

				“Javier, I can’t.” I turn my head away from his attempted kiss and push him away at the chest. I manage to break away from his grip and take a seat on a nearby chair.

				“Why? Is there something you want to tell me?” Javier looks at me suspiciously.

				I can’t bring myself to say it. But I don’t need to. He already knows. 

				I say, “Why are you looking at me like that?”

				“Like what?” he sighs in frustration.

				“Like I’m guilty of something,” I say and cross my arms over my chest.

				“Aren’t you, though? You spent the night with him. Isn’t that right?”

				“How do you know?” I’m a little shocked to hear him say that, but only a little.

				“I have my sources.”

				“Did you have me followed, Javier?”

				There is silence as Javier walks over to the window, pulls back the heavy brocade curtain, and stares out to the blue sky beyond. He says without turning to me, “I followed you last night. All night. From the Kennedy Center to Alexander’s house. You had no idea that I was sitting two rows behind you at the theater.”

				“Jesus Christ, Javier!” I rush toward the bedroom door. I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t listen to this. Now he’s turned into a stalker? “This is not healthy behavior!”

				“Wait,” he says.“Listen to me. Please.” Javier’s voice is wounded, and I can’t help but stop and turn to him. His face is full of hurt, and suddenly I don’t care about the indiscretion he’s committed against me, because memories of my sweet Javier are flooding my mind, obscuring any common sense I possessed when I walked through the door.

				“What are you not telling me, Javier?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Eva.”

				“Start with why you have no accent when you’re upset. That would be a good start.” I feel more than ever that Javier has hidden many things from me, the least of which is his accent.

				“I was raised in New York City. I learned Spanish from my father. I didn’t even live in Spain until I turned thirteen, when my father inherited his birthright and we moved to the family home in Córdoba. My mother and Alexander’s mother are first cousins, born and raised in Manhattan.”

			

			
				I should feel shocked, but this admission is anticlimactic, considering everything I’ve learned about this man in the last forty-eight hours. “Then why the charade?”

				“Undoing lies is a very tricky endeavor, my love.”

				“I’m starting to get that now,” I say. Tears flood my eyes, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to spill them for him. “You know what else I’m starting to understand?”

				He stares at me with eyes that want to fix everything, but he can’t. He and I both know that.

				“I understand now that I can’t believe anything that comes out of your mouth.”

				“Evie—”

				“Just stop. You can’t fix this with some sweet talk or all the promises in the world.” He moves closer, and I take a step back toward the door. “You’ve made sure of that.”

				“I didn’t expect that I would fall in love with you the first time I met you in that café in Cádiz, you know,” he whispers and inches closer to me in smooth, controlled motions, like a jaguar stalking its prey.

				“So you thought I would just be some easy fling you could have for the summer? You know, love ’em and leave ’em?”

				“Come on, that’s not fair.”

				“That’s what it sounds like to me.”

				“I’m sorry. That’s all I can say. I have no excuses for what I did. I wanted to protect you. I wanted you to know me.”

				“I don’t know you. That’s the irony. I know absolutely nothing about you.”

				“That’s not true. You know the best parts of me. My familial lineage and my social standing are not who I am inside.”

				“Lineage and social standing seem like pretty important facts to me; but then again, what do I know? I am just a stupid little naïve girl who fell for a conman.”

				“You were not conned. I have loved you from the first time I saw you in that flamenco dress, and you tripped over your own two feet. You were so innocent, so fragile, and you had this sadness about you. You were so solitary; I had to break through that tough exterior because I had to know you. You needed someone to take care of you, to protect you, and I wanted to be that person. I had never met anyone as pure of heart as you. That’s when I knew you were the one for me; that I wanted you to be in my life forever. You gave me the purpose in life that I had been searching for.”

				With his words, I feel my resolve begin to weaken. 

				“Could you please just tell me why you wanted me to come here?” I whisper.

				How could he be saying those sorts of things to me, now, after all this time? Why hadn’t he just told me the truth from the beginning? Suddenly, I realize my entire body is trembling, and I hate myself for it.

				“As you know, I will be leaving soon for active duty in Pakistan.” He crosses the room and grabs something off the dresser. He returns to me, holding it behind his back.

				“Yes, you’ve recently made me aware of that fact.” 

				“I want you to do something for me before I go.” He presents me with small box, the color of robin’s eggs, tied with a white bow. A few seconds pass before I realize that I’m standing with my mouth wide open. Javier unties the box and removes a smaller black box, tossing the blue one to the bed. He bends down on one knee, opening the black box in one smooth movement. 

			

			
				“Evangeline Grayce Sweeney, will you marry me?” His voice is hopeful, yet unsure. I stare at the emerald-cut diamond, which is easily four carats. My mouth is dry from gaping so long, that I can barely move my tongue to speak.

				Once I’m able to clear my head, my wits come back.

				“You have got to be insane if you think that by asking me to marry you, and giving me a diamond ring the size of your head, that I would simply fall into your arms and forgive you.” I feel lightheaded and hot, but I stand my ground. “You really have a lot of nerve, showing up here when I’ve moved on. You’re trying to turn my life upside-down.”

				“That was not my intent at all, Eva.” Javier closes the box, stands, and saunters back to sit on the bed. “I see now how much I have hurt you, and I’m sorry. I know that no amount of apologizing or excuses can make up for it. But please know that I never, ever meant to hurt you.”

				“Just tell me something. Were you ever planning to tell me the truth, or were you planning to marry me and keep me in the dark about everything?” With the realization that it is truly over between us, I allow my emotions to surface. Next thing I know, I’m racked with sobs. I bury my face in my hands; I do not want him to see me like this. “Oh my God, I have been such an idiot.”

				“Come here.” He pulls me into his arms, smashing my face into his crisp, white, cotton shirt. He whispers into my ear, “Do you know why you are so upset?”

				“Because you lied to me?” I murmur.“Isn’t that kind of obvious?”

				“Well, that and the fact that you love me. You don’t want to leave me, and you know it.”

				“You’re pretty cocky for someone who really has no reason to be, Javier.” I manage to squirm out of his arms, even though he has what feels like a death grip on me.“You know what? I’m finished talking with you today,” I say, heading toward the door. 

				“I will call you tomorrow night,” he says tentatively.

				“Don’t bother. I’m going with Alexander to the Inaugural Youth Ball on Monday night, and I don’t want to talk to you until after that.” 

				“I’m going to be there,” Javier whispers.

				“With who? Annalisa?”

				“Not fair. I already explained that situation to you.”

				“Right, and I believed it, don’t worry.” I sigh when I realize that he doesn’t recognize the intended sarcasm in my voice. “Just please keep your distance from us—from Xander and me, and my friends.”

				“I can’t promise that.”

				“Whatever,” I retort, and Javier starts toward me with the ring box in the palm of his hand, extended out to me.

				“Yeah right.” I smirk and run out of the bedroom, slamming the door behind me. William, who’s sitting on the couch engrossed in CNN, turns to watch me run out of the suite.

				“Goodbye, William. It’s very nice to see you again,” I say, momentarily remembering my manners as I race past him.

			

			
				“Didn’t go as planned, Sarge?” I know Javier has followed me out of the bedroom when I hear William’s inquiry. I pick up the pace, hoping to beat Javier to the elevator and avoid him altogether.

				“I’m not finished yet, William,” Javier replies in an annoyed tone. 

				I can tell he’s closing in on me, because the heavy thud of his feet on the carpeted floor is getting closer. I bang furiously at the down-arrow button on the elevator. Come on! Suddenly, Javier grabs my arm and spins me around to face him. I yelp in protest, but to no avail. He pulls me to him, leans down into me, his hot heavy breath smelling of red wine, and his mouth seizes mine. I try to pull out of his tight grip, but his strength is overwhelming. When did he become so strong? He presses his body even closer to mine, although I don’t think it’s possible for two people to be any closer in proximity. His tongue urgently, almost angrily, probes my mouth, and the resulting tingling sensation that shoots through me is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I stop fighting him and instead move my lips in sync with his, engrossed in the familiar sensation that is the electricity we share. I reach up, pull his neck down toward me and kiss him back with an intensity that feels almost frantic. What is going on here? Why can’t I stop myself? I want to stop, really, I do. But my body won’t let me. My heart won’t let me.


				Javier pulls away first, taking my right hand and placing the ring box in my palm.

				“Take this. You don’t have to wear it. You may keep it, regardless of your decision. It is a gift for you. I want to give you time to get over the shock—time to think about it. Okay?” 

				I look up into his piercing, black eyes and nod silently. The elevator bell announces its arrival. Javier takes my free hand and kisses it softly. I step into the elevator just as the door closes behind me. I look down at the small box in my right hand. Did I just agree to marry him? Oh Jesus! I close my eyes trying to replay what just transpired, but the image of Xander in that framed photo on my night stand, his half smile and adoring face, is all I can see. Could this get any more complicated? Camilla! She can’t see this, or she’ll go freaking nuts on me! I quickly stow away the box in my purse as the elevator doors open to the lobby.

				I walk into the lobby, wiping tears from my face. Luckily, Camilla is sitting on the sofa with her back to me. Two twenty-something Ivy-leaguers in expensive suits flank either side of her, both giving her their undivided attention as she rambles on, probably about some perceived injustice—likely how she had to miss the Saks annual sale to attend her grandmother’s funeral in Columbia.

				“Camilla, let’s go!” I shout from the entry doors. Camilla turns, and her right eyebrow arches when she sees me. She says something inaudible to the two men, and then she heads toward me.

				“What’s wrong?” Camilla asks with a smug, I told you so expression on her face. “Your face is all blotched, and your eyes are red, so I know you’ve been crying.”

				“Please, if you’re my friend, you will just drop it.” I give her a severe look. “I need time to get over this. Can’t you understand that?”

				Camilla’s face softens—her expression actually turns to one of concern. She wraps her arms around me and hugs me close, resting her chin on my right shoulder.

				“Let’s go pick out some awesomely hot dresses,” she whispers after a few minutes. “Looking good is the best revenge, after all.”

			

			
				We laugh through silent tears and turn for the door.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 25

				I’m standing outside of the Kennedy Center in a strapless, black ball gown and a red-satin shawl, freezing my tail off. I’m obsessing over the fact that when I walk into the Inaugural Youth Ball for President Capshaw, something is going to change. It’s the not knowing what that something is that’s killing me right now. Part of me just wants to turn around, climb back into the limo, and instruct the driver to take me home. But I know that’s not going to happen. I watch Xander—devastatingly handsome in a black Armani tux—Camilla, Christian, Laurel, Jude, Olivia, and Marcus pile out of the limo.

				Xander seems to know something is going to happen, too. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure everyone knows something is going to happen. And I’m pretty sure everyone knows that something involves Javier. I scan the parking lot, and there’s the limo with the Spanish flag whipping in the freezing January wind. He’s already here. When I turn my attention back to the group, Xander’s staring in the direction of the Spanish delegation’s limo. He looks down at me and, with a smile, offers me his arm. 

				“Shall we?” he says. I smile back at him and hook my arm through his.

				We walk into the venue together as a group, and the first thing I notice is that every young adult from the East Coast is here tonight. There is a veritable sea of people, and the first thought that comes to my mind is: thank God! With this many people here tonight, there’s a good chance that I’ll not run into Javier at all—that we’ll miss each other completely in the crowd. That’s what I’m going to pray for, anyway.

				Xander is greeting people he knows and introducing them to me, but I have to admit, I can’t concentrate on what he’s saying. I’m too nervous. I smile at each person and say hello, but I’m quiet, for the most part. The rest of our group has drifted away from us as they mingle with the crowd. Xander leads me into the ballroom, where a full orchestra is playing classical versions of top-forty pop music. He takes my hand and gracefully spins me around to face him.

				“How about a dance, Miss Sweeney?” 

				I look up at him and smile. My God, this guy is handsome. His hair is slicked back, which makes his golden eyes stand out. His smile is dimpled, sweet, and intoxicating. He wraps his free arm around my waist and pulls me flush to his body. I rest my head on his shoulder and snuggle my face to his chest. Right now, I am only aware of three things: the rise and fall of his chest with each breath, the way our bodies fit together so perfectly, and the sweet smell of his neck. There’s nothing else. Just he and I standing here absorbed in one another; and I am safe, and I am happy, and I am his.

				“I love you,” I whisper and kiss his neck. He lowers his head and turns his face until our mouths meet. His lips are soft, warm, and wet. With my eyes closed, I latch on to him and my entire body goes flush. My arms are wrapped around his neck, and my hands are in his hair, when I feel him being torn away from me.

			

			
				“Take your hands off her, Xander,” a familiar voice growls—its Javier’s. My eyes fly open.

				“Stop it!” I shout when I see that Javier has a grip on Xander’s arm. The look on Xander’s face is a mix between disbelief and expectancy—like he expected this to happen, but he still can’t believe it actually is.

				 “Be quiet, Corazón,” Javier says to me. He releases Xander with a shove. “This is between Xander and me. Xander, I want you to turn around and leave. Now.”

				“Why don’t you ask her what she wants, Javier?” Xander says with nothing more menacing than exhaustion in his voice, and I’m utterly impressed with his calmness, but I’m not at all surprised that he’s the one acting like the adult in this situation. I can tell that Javier’s pulse rate is rising by the expression on his face. He looks both determined and insane—like when he almost attacked Lane Bradley in Las Flores Café. It’s the memory of that Javier, and the way he looks right now, that’s setting off the sirens in my head. Xander and I need to get the hell out of here before someone gets hurt, or carted off by the spooks.

				“Let’s just go,” I say to Xander and turn away from Javier, but he grabs my arm and jerks me back toward him. I put my free hand up to stop Xander when I see that he’s taking a step toward Javier. I say to him, “It’s okay, I’ll take care of this.” I turn toward Javier and say, “Let go of me now, or I’m going to scream.”

				“What are you doing?” he asks me and releases my arm. The look on his face is all confusion. “Did Saturday in my hotel room not mean anything to you? Because it meant everything to me.”

				“What are you trying to insinuate?” I say and feel my cheeks go flush.

				“You know what I’m referring to, Corazón, so don’t act like you don’t.”

				I flick my eyes sideways to Xander, and he’s looking even more confused than he did earlier. He’s studying Javier intently. 

				“I have no idea what he’s talking about. Nothing happened,” I say to Xander, but I’m keeping my eyes trained on Javier, because I have the distinct feeling he’s up to something. I have the urge to grab Xander’s hand and run, so that Javier can’t say anything else poisonous. “Javier, I’m leaving right now, and I don’t want you to follow me.”

				I move toward Xander, but he’s firmly planted in place. He’s not going anywhere.

				“Come on,” Javier sighs in exasperation. “You can continue lying to spare his feelings, or you can do the right thing and tell him the truth.”

				“What truth is that?” Xander asks, with an edge to his voice. For the first time, I’m afraid. What if Xander doesn’t forgive me for losing my mind in that hotel room? I did kiss Javier, after all. I was confused then. I’m not confused anymore.

				“She’s in love with me,” Javier says  to Xander. “She’s going to marry me after graduation.”

				“What?” My jaw is on the ground. “I never said that, Javier!”

				“Come on, cousin,” Xander says, a smirk crossing his face. “I know for a fact that’s not true.”

				Uh oh. What’s he doing?

				“Oh really?” Javier’s tone is just as condescending as Xander’s. “What makes you think that, primo?”

			

			
				“Because if she were as in love with you as you say, then what happened between us Friday when she spent the night in my bed would not have happened.”

				!

				Before I even have time to register what has just been revealed, Javier shoves Xander, sending him flying across the room. He crashes into a few tux-clad attendees and lands with a thud on the floor. All eyes in the near vicinity turn on us.

				I spin on my heels to yell at Javier to leave, but before I can open my mouth, a fist flies past my face, and a blond blur whizzes by me. It’s Christian, and his right hook has leveled Javier to the floor. He and Jude are kicking the shit out of him and shouting obscenities that would curl a sailor’s hair. 

				I am paralyzed with shock for a few seconds, and the room is in utter chaos. Camilla is helping Xander back to his feet, and Laurel is standing next to me in her red-satin ball gown, mascara running down her face, screaming for Jude to stop. All of this happens within the span of two minutes. I look at Xander, who is standing with Camilla’s arms wrapped around him. He’s watching me, waiting to see what I do. I make a decision that I’m probably going to regret.

				I run up to Christian and grab his arm. “Stop, Christian, you’re going to kill him!”

				“Get back, Evie.” He pushes me away and continues his assault on Javier. I wrap my arms around Jude from behind and beg him to stop. Thank God he listens to me and stumbles back over to Laurel. Christian won’t stop. He’s a man possessed, and I have no idea why he’s sticking up for Xander. I’m pretty sure they hate each other. 

				The only thing I can do is throw myself over the bloody mess that’s Javier, which is exactly what I do. I pull him close to me, propping his head on my chest. Christian’s leg is hiked up in preparation for the next heel-to-face stomp, when his expression turns to surprise as he realizes I’m going to be the recipient of the brunt of the blow.

				“Evie—” is all he has time to say before two very large spooks in black tuxes grab him by the collar, yanking him about two feet back.

				“What the hell is going on here?” the particularly large one demands. I look around them and see Xander and Jude, arms twisted behind their backs, in the custody of two more agents. Within seconds, we are surrounded. I wobble to my feet and look down at my chest and arms, which are covered in blood. So is Javier’s face. They broke his nose for sure. Maybe there are a couple of teeth missing, too. It’s hard to tell with all that blood.

				Two Secret Service agents grab Javier under the arms and lift him to his feet. 

				“Let’s go,” one growls at us, and we are led outside as I hear someone else say, “Sorry for the interruption, folks.”

				Outside, we are handed off to DC Metro police, who are waiting with squad cars. Christian, Jude, and Xander—all handcuffed—are herded into one car, while Javier and I are tossed into another. I open my mouth to protest, but I promptly go quiet when I see the look on the officer’s face; clearly, he’s not putting up with any crap from us tonight. Javier’s sitting with his head propped against the window, and he looks terrible. He’s holding the formerly white handkerchief the cops gave him up to his nose.

				“Put pressure on it,” I tell him. He turns to me with a look that is part hatred, part disappointment. What have I done?


			

			
				I rap on the glass partition between the front and back seat. The officer on the passenger side turns and slides the door open.

				“He needs to go to a hospital,” I tell him.

				“Nice try, sis,” the officer laughs. “You two are going to the nearest precinct. Nobody ever died from a broken nose. Trust me.” 

				“I’m fine,” Javier says and turns his back to me.

				I say in a small voice, “I have something I need to give you, because I can’t keep it anymore. I don’t want—”

				He snaps around and stares at me. “Stop right there, Evangeline. Don’t say something you’ll regret later. Just give it to me.” 

				He extends his free hand out to me, palm up. I reach into my wristlet and my hand wraps around the two rings resting inside a satin pouch. I place the pouch into his palm, and he shoves it down into his pants pocket. He gives me a shake of his head and turns his back to me again.

				“You’re going to change your mind,” he mutters to the window. I want to tell him how wrong he is about that, but I don’t. After what happened tonight, I don’t have the heart. Instead, I just sink down in the seat and pray for this night to hurry up and end.

				We pull up to the precinct, and somehow the other car has already arrived because there’s Christian, Jude, and Xander sitting on a bench inside the main entrance. The two cops who drove us handcuff Javier when we get out of the car, but I’m walking freely next to them. A look of relief washes over Xander’s face when he sees me through the glass entry doors, but then his face goes stony again.

				An officer comes out from around the reception desk when we walk into the precinct. He looks at Javier and wags his head.

				“Jesus Christ, boys,” he says in Xander’s direction, and I think I see a fleeting self-satisfied smirk on Christian’s face. “You might as well take the cuffs off, McCreary. These assholes have diplomatic immunity. The whole lot of ’em.”

				“Lucky bastards,” McCreary says as he uncuffs Javier.

				I open my mouth to say something about my lack of stated diplomatic immunity, but the three guys on the bench frantically shake their heads in unison, so I stay quiet.

				“I want the pretty one to leave first,” the captain says, pointing to Javier. Christian stands before realizing the captain isn’t talking to him. “Not you, blondie. Sit,” he says, motioning to the bench. Jude and Xander crack up at Christian, but go silent again when they catch the captain glaring at them.

				“Gladly,” Javier answers and turns toward the entrance. When he grabs for the doorknob, I feel the unnerving need to reach out and touch him.

				“Javier, I’m sorry—” I stammer, before thinking about the consequences. 

				“What the bloody hell?” I hear Christian say behind me, but I don’t turn to look at him.

				Javier stops for a moment with his back to me, hands on the door handle, and then turns to face me. He finally meets my gaze, and there’s nothing remotely resembling love or forgiveness in those fathomless black eyes. Without saying a word—he doesn’t need to, his expression speaks volumes—he turns around and walks out.

			

			
				“All right, boys,” McCreary says to the guys.“Do the rest of you have rides home, or not?” 

				I peer through the glass doors into the dark, just as the limo pulls up to the front of the precinct. Javier, still holding the blood-soaked handkerchief to his nose, turns back, and warm relief floods me when I see that his expression has gone soft again. I put my hand to the door, and he lifts his free hand in a brief wave, reminding me of that day at the airport when we first parted. He slides into the back of the limo, and William closes the door. I turn away, because seeing him go like that is putting a dagger through my heart. I open my eyes, and Xander is staring at me, hard. When he realizes I’m staring back, he looks away.

				“Our ride is almost here,” Jude answers. Jude, Christian, and Xander are whispering among themselves, and I take a seat by the door.

				A few minutes later, Laurel comes barreling through the door in her typical dramatic fashion—heels clicking on the tile floor, hips sashaying, hair billowing out behind her— with Camilla hot on her heels. She storms right up to Officer McCreary and, with a face that would send a seasoned assassin running, points a finger right in his face. I realize something; no matter what anyone thinks of her, Laurel has some serious balls, and we all have to respect that.

				“My mother is Katherine Danton, and if you don’t let my friends go, she’ll sue you for everything you’ve got and your great-grandkids will still be paying for it when they die. Understood?”

				“First of all, girlie, take your finger out of my face,” McCreary says, his cheeks turning crimson. “Secondly, are you telling me your grandfather is J.P. Danton?”

				“That’s right.” Laurel indignantly crosses her arms over her chest, face smug.

				“Cuff her, Collins. She’s American. She doesn’t have diplomatic immunity,” McCreary says with a glint in his eye, thumbing toward Laurel.

				“Wait, Officer, wait,” Camilla pleads, stepping between Laurel and Officer Collins. “She’s just upset, that’s all.” She whispers over her shoulder to Laurel, “Stand down, dammit.”

				Will wonders never cease? First, Christian steps in to defend Xander. And now, Camilla is defending Laurel. Could it get any weirder tonight? Officer McCreary’s eyes narrow at Laurel.

				“Get her out of here before I throw the whole lot of you in the clink—to hell with your diplomatic immunity,” McCreary growls, his hands on his holster belt. Collins steps back behind the desk and mutters something about spoiled brats. He’s clearly disappointed at not being allowed to throw the book at us tonight.

				 Xander walks up to me and, without blinking, says, “I’m going to ride home with Christian and Camilla. Jude and Laurel will take you home.”

				“What? But—what about the limo?” I stammer, but I know what’s going on. Xander is wounded, just not in the way Javier was. I see it in his eyes. Xander’s fidgeting and uncomfortable, looking to Jude for help. I have to try to fix this. “Xander,” I say, “I’m sorry for—”

				“Don’t,” Camilla interrupts, stepping next to Xander. “It’s not the time or the place. We need to get out of here. Like, yesterday.” She throws a nervous glance back to the desk, where the cops are eyeing us.

				Camilla’s right; this is not the place to be having this discussion with Xander. We need to be alone. I really don’t want to explain myself, why I acted the way I did, in front of all these people.

			

			
				“Okay,” I answer. Xander turns and walks out the door behind Camilla and Christian without looking back. I’m left standing here, jaw ajar, staring after them. Jude’s looking at me with a sympathetic face, but Laurel looks like she could strangle me. I don’t blame her; this is all my fault, after all.

				Jude checks his cell phone and says, “Come on, Evie. My brother Jake is here to take us home.” I shuffle past Laurel, who’s glaring at me so intensely that I swear my skin is searing off, and I follow Jude out the door.

				The entire way back to McLean, as I listen to Laurel scolding Jude and blaming him for ruining her good time, all I can think about is how I’m going to get Xander back. I know in my heart that I’ve lost him, and I don’t want to accept that scenario. I can’t lose my rock. Not now. Not ever.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 26

				What I can’t understand is how I can be so completely and utterly stupid. I haven’t heard from Xander in nearly two weeks, and I don’t blame him. When I went to Javier’s hotel, I pretty much threw everything he’s given me since the day I met him—all the warmth, all the dedication, all the love—right back in his face when I decided to go to Javier’s hotel room. Before I went to the hotel, I knew nothing good would come from that visit. And now this: I’m staring down at a package that just arrived for me via Fed-Ex from Spain. 

				All I want to do is to throw the package into the fireplace and torch it, but I know that will never happen. I know it’s from Javier, even though there’s no return address—just the postmark from where he mailed it. No matter how valiantly I try to forget our history together, it’s there with its razor-sharp claws ripping me up from within and turning me inside out. We had something special once; I can’t deny that. I still care about him, or I wouldn’t have thrown myself down on top of his blood-soaked body to save him from Christian’s blind rage. In the process, I’ve alienated Xander.

				I don’t know why I’m sitting in my room, staring at the envelope. I’ve been in here since the Fed-Ex guy dropped it off over an hour ago. If I’d left for the mall as I’d planned, I would’ve missed the delivery, and I wouldn’t have received the package. Grandma Winnie would’ve taken one look at the postmark and thrown it in the trash. It was all I could do to keep Dad and Grandma from storming the Spanish Embassy after what happened at the Youth Ball. They were seriously pissed when they found out that Javier attacked Xander at the Youth Ball. Apparently, they never liked Javier. And that’s putting it mildly.

				So I rip open the Fed-Ex envelope and look inside. There are a few papers, and another letter-sized envelope addressed to me. The documents are written in Spanish and appear to be legal in nature, issued by the government. I’ll have to sit down with my Spanish dictionary to translate them, but there are five addresses; two in Spain, and one each in Italy, New York City, and London. I carefully open the envelope with my name scrawled in blue pen on the front. It’s a handwritten letter from Javier.

				Dearest Corazón,

				I know you said you never want to see me again, that you are done with me, but I can’t help holding out hope that you will realize I never meant to hurt you and that you will change your mind. I have never loved anyone but you. You are my one and only love. You are the reason I will fight to stay alive. I have to believe I’ll have you to come home to from this Godforsaken place when this war is over. It’s all I have, and it’s all I need. I will carry you always in my heart. Please keep the ring. 

				Yours Always, Javi

				P.S. Enclosed is a copy of my will and the deeds to the properties I own. I have put them all in your name. If I should not make it out of this, I want you to have everything that’s mine.

				I turn the envelope upside down, and out falls the ring taped onto an index card. Not the ostentatious, four-carat engagement bauble that he gave me in the hotel room, but the heart-shaped treasure that symbolizes his heart and his love for me. With trembling hands, I place it back on my right ring finger and remember the night he gave it to me—how happy I was, how in love we were. 

			

			
				I was different then. In those days, I worried about one thing only—myself. My biggest fear was losing Javier. I am embarrassed to think of how selfish and immature I was. Now I am overcome with real worries, like the probability that I’ll never find my mother, or meet my biological father—that I’ll let Emma and Ethan, and Mamaw Grayce down because I will fail. 

				The prospect of Javier being killed in battle is absolutely mortifying. That’s paramount. Also, I fear that I have damaged Xander as a person. If we split up, will he ever be so selfless again with anyone else? Perhaps he will no longer be the same trusting and loving person because of me and my idiotic choices.

				My cell phone starts ringing, and I glance at the clock on the dresser. I snatch up the phone, and my heart races as I say a silent prayer that it’s Xander calling, but it’s not. It’s Coralea. I swipe at my eyes with the back of my hand and clear my throat of the sob caught there.

				“Cora?” I say when I answer the phone.

				“Evie!” Cora’s tone is especially high pitched—her I’ve-got-exciting-news voice. “I’m moving to DC at the end of the month!”

				There’s a few minutes of silence suspended in the two thousand miles between us as I try to collect myself. I need her. I need her here with me more than I can put into words. 

				“Evie? Are you—”

				I don’t know if it’s the relief at hearing that my very best friend in the world will be here with me by the end of the month, or the conflict I feel over my feelings for Javier, or the possibility that I’ve forever lost Xander, my rock, but I completely lose it. It’s the kind of sobbing mess that when you see it in a stranger, you wonder who died.

				I manage to pull myself together and launch into the whole sordid tale of what happened at the Inaugural Youth Ball. Coralea is silent the entire time I’m relating the story, which is completely outside the norm for her. I also tell her about the package I received today from Javier. Finally I finish and suck in a deep, replenishing breath. It comes back out as a pathetic little whimper.

				“Evie?” Cora hesitates.

				“Yes?” 

				“You know I love you, right? You’re the closest thing I have to a sister, you know?”

				I smile to myself. “Yes, I know.”

				“Well, I hope you realize that I’m here for you,” she says, and I can tell she’s stifling a sob.

				“I know. Thank you.”

				We continue talking about her plans to move here in a month. She tells me that she’ll be attending Georgetown in the fall. She says we should room together when I tell her I’ll probably do the same. I must stay here and help find my mother, so Stanford is completely out of the question now. And to be honest, I’m not sad about that at all. The idea of going to college so far away from home is scary in and of itself. I need my family, and they need me. 

				After about an hour of talking, we say our goodbyes, and I promise to call her soon, especially if I have any news about my mother. As I hang up the phone with Cora, the front doorbell buzzes. I throw a hoodie over my tank top and race down the stairs, hoping it’ll be Xander at the door, but it’s not. It’s Camilla.

			

			
				“Can I come in?” Her voice is sweet, but her face is stony. “I have something I need to talk to you about.”

				“Sure.” 

				Camilla follows me up to my room and plops down on the beanbag chair in the middle of the floor. I sit on the bed, and wait for her to start talking. We stare at each other for a few minutes until she looks away.

				“You’re just as much a neat-freak as ever, huh?” she says, glancing around the room.

				“I thought you had something you wanted to talk to me about, Camilla. Not that I don’t enjoy your company, or anything. I mean, it has been a whole two weeks since I’ve seen you,” I say, not at all trying to hide the hurt I’m feeling.

				“That’s what I want to talk to you about,” she says, moving to the bed. She sits beside me and turns that obnoxiously beautiful face of hers to mine. “I’m actually here for Xander.”

				When she says this, it’s a punch to the stomach. Obviously, Xander doesn’t plan to see or talk to me anytime soon.

				“Where has he been?” I whisper, trying to hold myself together.

				“He withdrew from school.”

				I am in complete shock. I wasn’t expecting to hear that he’d left Holy Cross over this.

				“He had enough credits to graduate at the end of junior year,” Camilla says. “That shouldn’t surprise you at all. You know what a nerd he is.”

				“Why would he leave when we only have a couple of months left? He’s made it this far.” I know why, but I want to hear it from Camilla. If she confirms what I’m thinking, then I’ll know I have no one to blame but myself.

				“He needs time to think, that’s all.” She studies my face more intently than I think she ever has before. Maybe she’s trying to figure out if I’m going to have a breakdown. I’m trying to figure that out myself. For some reason, the despair that’s welling up in me is transforming into white-hot rage. I feel it working its way up from my toes, winding around my legs, and burrowing into the pit of my stomach. It spears its razor-sharp tendrils through the pieces of my broken heart. It’s crippling, and devastating, and unrelenting. I have only one choice to survive this; I turn that rage outward.

				“How very convenient for you,” I say, and there’s no denying the accusation in my tone.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” she says and scoots away from me on the bed. The look of shock on her face would be comical under any other circumstance, but this situation is far from funny.

				“Come on, you know. And I know that you know that I know.” I watch the color in her face drain. “Why didn’t you tell me in the beginning about you and Xander?”

				“There was nothing to tell.” She rises from the bed and moves to the window. I’m pretty sure she’s looking for a way to escape. “That was years ago, in the past. It doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

				“Please don’t insult my intelligence by trying to feed me that line of crap. I’m not stupid. I don’t believe it, and neither does Christian,” I say, remembering how broken he was when he told me about their love affair. “You still love Xander, and he loves you.”

			

			
				“Well, duh,” Camilla snaps, her voice quivering, and spins on her heels to face me. “He was my first love. I will always love and care about him, just like you will always love and care about Javier. Once you love someone, you’ll always love them, like it or not.”

				“My relationship with Javier was a little different from your relationship with Xander,” I say, my voice seething. “I didn’t just screw him once and then trade up to a hot, rich, rock star.”

				Camilla laughs hysterically at that statement, and I glare at her. “Is that honestly what you think we were?”

				“That’s what I know you were,” I huff. “That’s exactly what Xander told me.”

				“Oh, he was just trying to protect your feelings—to keep you from feeling insecure about our friendship.” Camilla sits back down on the beanbag chair. “The truth is that we were each other’s best friend, true love, soul mate, whatever you want to call it. When that day in the attic happened between Xander and me, I freaked out, because the way I felt about him was scary. It was completely overwhelming, and I had to prove to myself that it wasn’t real. That it was just infatuation.” I give her a look, and she says, “Don’t think I haven’t regretted what I did every single day of my life. I speak from experience when I say that when someone breaks Xander’s heart, he doesn’t get over it quickly, nor does he forgive and forget so easily. You’ll learn that soon enough.”

				“Just tell me one thing,” I say, and my voice catches in my throat. I can’t help it. I’m not only hurt by Xander keeping this from me, but also because I feel betrayed by Camilla. She’s supposed to be my friend, but I feel completely used. Maybe I was nothing more than a means for her to distract Xander for the moment while she had her fun with Christian. Or maybe I was meant to be the distraction for Christian, while she had her fun with Xander.

				“What?” Camilla picks herself up off the beanbag chair and walks to the bedroom door. She leans against it, facing me. By the look on her face, I can tell she’s had enough of our conversation.

				“Why did you even try to fix us up in the beginning? You were so adamant about us getting together.”

				She stares at me for a while, and her expression goes soft. “I guess I never thought he’d fall in love with you.”

				“Gee, thanks,” I say. I pull my knees up to my chest and hide my face in the bend of my elbow.

				“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out like that.” She crosses back to the bed and sits next to me. “It’s just that he’d never been serious about anyone else, and when I saw that he was getting serious with you—well, I didn’t expect to feel jealous like I did. Like I do.”

				I look in her face and realize that I’m finally getting the real Camilla. No tough-chick mask. This is the fragile Camilla that kept Xander worried about her all those years.

				“You know, I tried to get Xander back?” she says with a wistful smile. “When Christian cheated on me with that whore Holly Merchant, I realized I’d made a huge mistake. Xander would’ve never done anything like that to me. It’s just not in him to hurt the people he loves. But he wouldn’t take me back. He said he thought it would be best if we stayed friends. He didn’t even have it in him to make me feel bad about the way I’d treated him. And so I agreed, because I’d rather have him in my life as just a friend than not at all. He’s been a great friend, always there for me. I guess that’s another thing that set me off. Now that he’s been busy with you, helping you find your mother, he’s not had near enough time for me.”

			

			
				I glare at her, and she throws her hands up defensively. 

				“I know, I’m moving on. I have moved on. But don’t think that some days when I look at Xander, and I see how absolutely amazing he is, that I don’t think about how my life would be different if I hadn’t made such a stupid decision when I was just a little girl. I could’ve been the happy one. I could’ve been the one with the doting, handsome boyfriend. Being with him would’ve been as easy as breathing.” 

				“Christian loves you, Camilla,” I whisper, and her face crumples. I wrap an arm around her shoulders and hug her to me. “He’s just as insecure about your relationship with Xander as anyone else.” 

				She rests her head on my shoulder and sighs. “Xander’s madly in love with you, but you don’t need me to tell you that.”

				I snort, because there’s no way that perfect creature could be so in love with me. Especially after the way I’ve let him down. Camilla sits up and turns to me. 

				“No, I’m serious. And I know why he’s so crazy about you. Look,” she says, turning me toward the mirror. “You’re beautiful, smart, and you love him as much as he loves you. You didn’t do anything that will ruin your chances of getting him back. You just have to give him time. Okay?”

				“How will I know when he’s had enough time? I don’t know how to get hold of him.” My voice trembles.

				“Don’t worry, sweetie. He’ll get in touch with you. I promise.” She kisses me on the cheek and heads back to the door. “I have to go.”

				“Wait, Camilla. What about you? What are you going to do about Christian and the baby?”

				She turns around, and her face drains. I feel guilty bringing this up; I know how devastating it must be for her. But I have to know. I love them both, Camilla and Christian, and I’d be crushed if they weren’t together anymore.

				“There’s nothing I can do but wait for the baby to be born and find out what the paternity test says.” She shrugs.

				“He loves you. More than anything,” I say hurriedly, as if I’ve got to get it out before the buzzer sounds. She gives me a sad little smile.

				“Yes, I know,” she says, then turns and walks out the door.

				


			




			
				CHAPTER 27

				Graduation came and went. Although it was a step in the right direction for me, it was impossible to celebrate because I still hadn’t found my mother and I still hadn’t heard from Xander. No visits, no calls, not so much as a simple text message. It was as if he’d fallen off the face of the Earth. I was bracing for the possibility that I may never see him again. I wanted to hire a private investigator, to find Xander, and make him see that I need him—that I love him. But in the end I did nothing, and I remain in limbo still. Lately, I’ve had the strange sensation of coming full circle. And it’s obvious why to anyone who knows me.

				I got a job right after graduation working in the coffee shop at the local bookstore, mostly as a means of occupying my time and distracting me from my many personal failures. I was there yesterday, leisurely reading the Rime of the Ancient Mariner for the thousandth time, when Dad called me and said that he’d gotten a very reliable lead on a Jane Doe in New York City. Apparently, she’s in a catatonic state in a hospital for the mentally ill. I didn’t get my hopes up, but I didn’t let that show to my father. He has enough hope for us all, anyway. Like the good daughter he needs, I put on an Oscar-worthy performance and enthusiastically agreed to go to the hospital with him.

				We drive up to New York together. Grandma Winnie stayed at home with Emma and Ethan. I had asked Dad not to tell the twins about this Jane Doe or our trip. I make sure he doesn’t, because I don’t think I can handle seeing their faces if this turns out not to be our mother. But I really don’t think I will be able to handle it if she does turn out to be Mom—from what I understand about catatonic schizophrenics, which is minimal. Xander is the expert on schizophrenia. 

				It’s one of those strange days that are obnoxiously sunny and perfect, when all you feel on the inside is gloom and doom. I’ve been known to close all the blinds, curl up in a ball, and wallow in self-pity on days like today. But I can’t retreat within myself now. My dad needs me. It’s become his singular mission to find Mom, and not just as a means to atone for his sins. He genuinely wants her back in his life. It’s a soul-crushing moment when you have to come to terms with the fact that your decisions have completely destroyed someone else’s life, especially someone you love more than life itself. I know this fact as well as my father does—maybe, more so.

				We arrive at the hospital in the late afternoon. It’s an old warehouse down by the Hudson River that’s been converted into a locked facility for the insane. There was a time not so long ago when schizophrenics roamed the streets homeless and unmedicated. The states had closed all the psychiatric hospitals due to the expense. No one wanted their tax dollars going to house, feed, and treat the mentally ill. That’s not the case anymore; there were too many fatalities and because of public outcry, the government started funding these hospitals again.

				The security system here is similar to the one in Boston. It has two locked entry doors and an intercom/video system. However, I know that this facility is trying to keep patients in, not strangers out. Through the intercom, my dad informs them of who we are and that we have an appointment with the facility administrator, and we are buzzed in.

			

			
				An elderly lady leads us to a sparsely furnished room across from the lobby. After a few minutes, a stately looking man enters and informs us that he is Dr. Philpot, the facility psychiatrist. We’re following him out of the room and turning down a hallway when I feel a hand on my shoulder. Startled, I spin on my heels, and there’s Xander’s beautiful, beautiful face before me. My hand goes to my mouth, but then I recover and throw my arms around him. Before I know it, I’m in tears. I’m just so incredibly relieved he’s here with me, that all the emotion I’ve been carrying around for the last few months comes gushing out in spectacular fashion. I manage to calm myself after a few minutes. Xander wipes the tears from my face with gentle, loving hands.

				“Xander,” I breathe, looking up into his serious face—the furrowed brow, the prominent cheekbones, the cleft chin now quivering as he fights to hold back tears. “How—what are you doing here?” 

				“He’s the source of my reliable lead,” Dad answers for him.

				“You are?” I’m in awe, but I don’t know why I’m so surprised to hear that Xander has continued the search on his own. I guess I just thought he was finished with me completely. So why would he want to help?

				He nods and caresses my cheek with the back of his hand. “I told you I’d work to find your mother, no matter what. I don’t know what I have to do to prove that to you.”

				“You just did.” I kiss his cheek and take his hand as we continue down the hallway. We stop at a door outside a room lined with one-way mirrors. I can see into the room; it’s bright, completely white, with lots of barred windows—no one’s escaping this place. There’s a large, flat-screen television that’s rolling serene nature scenes—right now there’s a rainforest motif showing. In the middle of the room is a single folding chair facing the TV. In this chair sits someone, and although the person’s back is to me, I can tell she’s female by her long, braided, black hair and her small bone structure. She’s sitting still, her back slightly slumped.

				“That’s her,” Dr. Philpot tells us. “She’s been here for two months. She was found outside the Spanish consulate, curled up on the sidewalk.”

				She’d finally lost hope of finding us. This is what losing hope looks like for a schizophrenic.

				“Her state is pretty serious,” we’re told. “She’s been like this since she came to us. We couldn’t get her to eat, so we had to put a feeding tube in her to give her nutrition, to keep her alive.”

				“Can we see her?” Dad asks, and I know without looking that his eyes are full of tears—I hear it in his wavering voice. He knows. No matter how many years pass between the time you last saw your soul mate, your true love, and the moment they come crashing back into your life, you’ll know them  because the connection you share reaches all the way down to the cellular level.

				“Of course you can see her,” Dr. Philpot answers, his face sympathetic. “Follow my lead. She’s highly fragile at the moment.”

				“Dad, why don’t you go in first?” I say, tightening my hold on Xander’s hand. “If it’s her, signal for us to come in.”

				“Okay,” he answers, kissing me on the forehead. “It’ll be okay, sweetheart. I promise.”

				“I know,” I say and smile back at him. 

			

			
				Dad and Dr. Philpot walk into the room. They circle around the woman in the chair and kneel down in front of her, positioning themselves so that she and Dad are face to face. Dr. Philpot speaks to the woman, and Dad’s looking at her with an expression that’s a cross between hopeful and pleading. His hands go to his eyes, and he sits down hard on the floor in front of the woman, who doesn’t move—she’s still in the same slumped position. I haven’t seen in her so much as a muscle twitch since we’ve been here. Dr. Philpot puts his arms around Dad and helps him back to his feet.

				“I better go ahead in. Something’s wrong,” I say to Xander and start to move toward the door, but he catches my hand and pulls me back.

				“Before you go in there,” he says, cupping his hand under my chin and raising it up until our eyes meet. “I want you to know, I am here for you. I always have been, and I always will be.” He moves his face closer to mine and kisses me lightly on the forehead. He wraps me up in those arms I’ve missed so much and whispers in my ear, “You can do this.”

				I nod and exhale, long and hard.

				We go into the room together and stop just inside the door. Dr. Philpot glances up at us and waves us over. Dad’s hands are steepled over his nose and mouth as if he’s praying, but his eyes are wide in an expression that’s borderline horrified. Xander drapes an arm around my shoulders and nudges me forward from our spot. We circle around the side opposite from Dr. Philpot and Dad. My eyes are on my father’s face, but when I sense we are directly in front of the woman, I look down at her.

				And that’s when I come crashing down to my knees.

				That face. Those black eyes. That full mouth. Those broad cheekbones.  That prominent nose. It’s her. I don’t need to hear my father say so. I know it because the woman in front of me is exactly as I remember her. It’s as if only a day has passed since I last saw her. She hasn’t aged at all. The thought sends a shiver down my spine. Xander, who’s down on his knees next to me, wraps an arm around my shoulder and hugs me tight, but I pull away from him. I have to get closer to her. 

				Her knobby, scaly knees poke out from underneath the blue hospital gown she’s wearing. I crawl closer to her and place a hand on the shin of her right leg.

				“Momma?” I plead.

				She’s staring straight ahead, right through me, her eyes distant and expressionless.

				“Momma, it’s me, Evie.”

				That’s when her eyes focus on mine, and I see a flash of recognition, of relief, of sadness in those obsidian orbs. It’s a reaction that only lasts brief seconds, and then she’s right back to her inner world—eyes distant, body flexed.

				And I crumble, from the inside out.

				


			




			
				EPILOGUE

				I’ll never forget the day I received the letter. The clouds were hanging threateningly low in the sky, row after row of voluminous gray puffs racing by in the cold, angry November wind. Everything was eerily quiet. There were no birds chirping outside the windows. The nearby playground was silent. There were no cars honking or tires screeching out on the street. It was as if the whole world was silent in mourning. But it was mourning for no reason, because I know he’ll be okay. I know he is okay; at least that’s what I tell myself. It’s what I have to hold on to with both white-knuckled hands, so I don’t come completely unhinged.

				Xander comes to see me as often as he can, but as they say, life goes on. Sometimes, oftentimes, it goes on without you. He’s been studying pre-med at Brown, and he seems to be doing well. He’s happy, and that’s all that matters to me. He’s going to become a psychiatrist. He says I’ve inspired him. I guess that’s true to a point. I mean, I think my mother deserves the credit for that. 

				I was devastated when he came home one Thanksgiving and told me he was seeing someone else. He said I had turned my back on him—that I’d become emotionally distant since I’d learned Javier was MIA. I guess he was right, I did practically lock myself in the brownstone I shared with Jude and Coralea. I only went out to go to the occasional class or to visit Mom in the hospital. It’s funny what guilt can do to a person. It can quite literally reduce you to a sniveling pile of worthlessness resolute to waste away into oblivion.

				But a few months after his girlfriend confession, and completely out of the blue, Xander, sporting a terrified expression, was waiting on the front steps when I returned home from class at Georgetown. In one hand, he was holding a bouquet of roses. On the other, he wore a princess-cut diamond solitaire ring on his pinky finger. I said yes. No hesitation.

				We plan to marry in the spring, after we’ve graduated from college. He’ll start in the fall to Georgetown Medical School, and I’ll start law school there. We’re going to stay in the brownstone I bought with the funds I obtained from selling Javier’s SoHo loft. Coralea and Jude are moving to London, where Jude will be attending graduate school and Cora will be working as a nurse. Cora and I had teased the guys that we were going to have a double wedding, but those two ended up getting married over Labor Day weekend. So now she’s married and expecting. Cora, a working mother? Who would’ve guessed? Not me. I also wouldn’t have put Cora and Jude together, but opposites attract, I guess.

				Christian and Camilla are living a semi-quiet existence in Los Angeles where he writes music for movies and television, and she tells celebrities how to dress. I believe they call her a “stylist to the stars.” Christian has given up on the rock-star thing, for now, so he can stay home with Camilla instead of touring ten months out of the year. It was the promise he made to her when the paternity test came back positive. They seem happy when they come to visit us here in Georgetown, but if there’s anything I’ve learned in life, it’s that things aren’t always what they seem.

			

			
				I’m hoping my mother will be well enough to attend the wedding ceremony in May. She’s doing so much better now, and the medication side effects are almost undetectable—except for the bizarre lip-licking and watery eyes. We were able to all but stop her jerky movements with a new type of muscle relaxer. It’s been a miracle, really.

				There are times when I look at her and she’s my mother, the same woman from nearly twenty years ago who hummed haunting lullabies to me and braided my hair while playfully assuring me that I was, indeed, the last remaining Indian princess. Then there are times when she’s staring off into space—unreachable by anyone, including Nash. In those times I wonder what alien has invaded her and taken over her body. But then I remember how this mess got started, and I push those thoughts out of my head. It’s a strange feeling to miss someone with all your heart and soul, when they’re sitting right next to you. I thought the days of yearning for my mother would be over once I’d found her. I was definitely wrong about that.

				When she’s locked away in her own world, all I want to do is bring her back to ours. I don’t know what goes on inside her head, what little dramas play out in there, what lies are whispered to her by her own mind. Who knows, maybe her world is reality and ours is delusion. I sure hope not, because if that were true, Xander wouldn’t be real. Javier wouldn’t be real. And I need them both to be real. I need everything that’s happened, everything we’ve been through together, to be real.

				It’s absolutely heartbreaking to see Momma with Ethan and Emma because there is zero recognition in her eyes. They have no idea how to be around her, how to respond to her empty gazes, but Emma is determined to build a relationship with her. She spends all of her free time after school talking with Momma about classes, ballet, boys—anything to make a connection. I know by her distant stare that Momma doesn’t listen most of the time, but Emma doesn’t care. Ethan is different. I’m afraid he will give up on her. I think he’s tired of feeling hurt and disappointed all the time. I really can’t blame him.

				I encouraged my father to ask Mamaw Grayce to move into the house with them, since I was no longer living there and they had an extra bedroom. I felt like Mom needed her, and I was right. Mamaw Grayce is the one Mom clings to when she feels herself slipping away, which deeply saddens Dad. He wants to be the one she needs, but I doubt that will ever happen. Honestly, he has no one to blame but himself. He destroyed her trust in him when he sent her away all those years ago. It will take more time than he has to fix it.

				I haven’t asked my mother about my biological father, not even in the few times she’s been most lucid. The doctors worry that there are negative memories associated with my real father, and bringing this up to her could cause a major setback. I can’t have that hanging over my conscience.

				So I wait, as patiently as I can. It’s not that if I don’t find out who my father is, it will ruin me. I just feel like there’s more to the story than discovering a long-lost relative. Why was my mother so secretive about his identity? What exactly was she hiding—or, perhaps, protecting? It’s a complete mystery, and its solution is locked inside the mind of a sometimes catatonic schizophrenic.

				With frustration at the thought of never knowing the truth, I stand up and dust the sand off my backside.

				“I’ll be right back,” I holler over my shoulder so that I can be heard over the unrelenting wind rushing around us. I amble through the sand over to the water. The tide washes over my feet, but I don’t move away. The Atlantic is as balmy as I remember. My eyes find the tiny, white-washed cottage perched on the cliff side. The family who now owns the house is having a leisurely Sunday picnic on the grass overlooking the ocean. It’s a beautiful, temperate December day for a seaside excursion; the crystal-blue sky is painted with high, feathery strokes of white, and the abundant sunshine warms the Spanish coastline. I glance over at the swaying sea grass and then on to the clearing a few paces beyond—the exact spot where he gave me his heart almost five years ago. My legs sway. I should sit, but I can’t. I’m here for a reason. 

			

			
				I reach in my jeans pocket and pull the ring out, clutched tightly in my fist. I allow it to rest there for a few precious moments. Its hard surfaces burrow against the soft skin of my palm as I squeeze my fist tighter. I don’t dare open my hand, because I might catch a glimpse of the inscription and then I could quite possibly lose my nerve. But I can’t change my mind. He haunts me, and I’ve got to let him go. I’ve got to be able to close my eyes and not see his handsome face anymore. When I’m kissing my fiancé, when we’re entwined in one another’s arms, my eyes are always open. If I close them, it’s Javier’s face I see instead of Xander’s. So I hitch my arm back and sling it forward as hard as I can. Instantly, ice-cold regret courses through me when I open my hand and the ring goes flying to the ocean. All the emotions I’m feeling—guilt, sadness, relief—are hot, molten steel, pooling in my gut and rising up together as one cold spear to impale my traitorous heart.

				I begin to crumble inside, but then his strong, comforting arms wrap around me. He pulls me close and I meld into him. He places a gentle hand under my chin and tilts it until our eyes meet.

				“Are you okay?” His face is worried, tired. I feel a twinge of guilt knowing he’s exhausted from the immense effort of soothing my frazzled soul. But he never wavers—not once in the five years I’ve known him. I nod and give him the most convincing smile I can muster. He points his chin toward the ocean, a dubious expression crossing his face as his golden eyes search mine. “What did you throw into the water?”

				“Oh nothing. Just a rock,” I lie. But I can’t tell him that I’ve brought him all this way on the pretense of visiting friends so that I could symbolically say goodbye to Javier. It’s the only way I know to let go. I’ve already lasered off the tattoo and sold the properties he left for me—except for the ranch outside Seville. I signed that over to Rafe. I figured he’d earned it taking care of the property for all these years. I placed all the money into a bank account under Javier’s name. Someday, I know he’ll come back to claim it. That gorgeous, vibrant, maddening creature cannot be dead. He simply cannot. But he once told me that the ring represents his heart and, if I no longer wanted it, to throw it into the ocean. Although I still love him, I no longer want his heart. I have moved on with someone I love completely and absolutely.

				“I’m ready,” I exhale, but he doesn’t loosen his grip on me. Instead he pulls me closer and looks intently into my eyes.

				“I love you,” Xander whispers, his stare dark and intense. His next words are resolute, “No matter what.”

				“I know,” I tell him and kiss his trembling lips. That’s when I realize I haven’t fooled him at all. He knows exactly why we’re here. “You know I love you, too,” I say.

			

			
				He nods, but his face is drawn and sad. I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me to fix what I’ve broken here, what I’ve broken inside of him, inside of me. I hold him closer and kiss him again like my life depends on it, because it does. His sweet face softens, and we’re smiling at each other once again.

				We turn around and head east, into our future.
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