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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      JUMPER

      When the ends of Eden Shaw’s fingers and toes began to prune up, she cut the water to the shower, toweled off, and wrapped herself in a lilac robe. She’d had the dream again. Only this time, instead of stepping back from the ledge, she had fallen headfirst into the abyss.

      That’s new.

      She took a blow-dryer to her hair, then slid into a pair of stone-washed jeans, and a T-shirt. Finally, she added her gray Guess sweatshirt and sat down at the vanity to put on her makeup.

      What’s the use?

      She stared repulsively at her reflection in the mirror, scrutinizing every imperfection. Someone looks like shit today. With her eighteenth birthday approaching, Eden had every reason to be happy. She was a senior, on the verge of adulthood, and in a position—after graduation—to put her one-horse town in the rear view. But ever since the catastrophe, happiness was an impossibility.

      After replaying the dream in her head for the hundredth time, she stood and started for the door. Lifting the backpack onto her shoulders, she cut the lights and exited her bedroom, turned left, and descended the small flight of stairs to the kitchen where her parents sat at the table, sipping their morning coffee.

      Mary Shaw looked up from her planner as Eden entered. “Morning, dear,” she said, her eyes following Eden across the kitchen.

      Eden groaned.

      Mary cut her eyes to Steve, whose face was buried in the morning paper. “Someone’s in a mood today,” she whispered from the side of her mouth.

      Ignoring her mom, Eden grabbed a plate of pancakes, drowned them in butter and syrup, and joined her parents at the table.

      Steve looked up from his paper. “Anything new today?”

      Eden shook her head as she mutilated the pancakes. Steve looked like he was going to tease her about not wearing any makeup again, but he must have sensed she was in no mood for conversation and quietly returned to his paper instead.

      For the next few minutes, Eden picked at her food while Steve complained about an increase in property taxes. When his tirade had reached its end, Mary jumped in and regaled them with the gossip she’d heard at the beauty salon over the weekend. But Eden paid them little attention. Her mind was a thousand miles away, lost in thoughts too terrible for either of her parents to comprehend.

      If they only knew.

      Eden was torn; part of her wanted to tell them everything—how she felt trapped with no way out, how her thoughts had grown darker of late, to the point that she had decided to end her life—but inevitably, that would lead to more conversations with Dr. Lowenstein. The thought of spending another hour on the couch listening to his useless psychobabble was enough to make her skin crawl. Besides, even with all the “help” she’d received over the past seven months, things were no better now than the day it happened. So instead of subjecting herself to another round of treatment, she kept the darkness bottled up inside.

      When breakfast was over, Eden took her plate to the sink and left without a word. She got in her car, started the engine, and as the wipers swung back and forth in rapid succession, she checked the mirrors. Who are you? she thought, staring at the reflection of a girl she hardly recognized.

      To the casual observer, Eden was her typical stoic self—lips pursed, brown eyes tight and guarded—but beneath the surface, a war was raging.

      Backing out of the drive, she stopped briefly and set her gaze on the only home she had ever known. If her morning was successful, this would be the last time she would ever lay eyes on the modest two-story with the porch swing. Once upon a time, she had loved that old house. Loved everything about it. But the was before. Now, it was nothing more than an oversized prison cell—cold and lifeless—and she the inmate serving a life sentence.

      And as she sat there, recalling warm summer nights spent gazing at the stars from her bedroom window, and afternoons on the porch dreaming about one day becoming a world-renowned artist, tears welled in her eyes. Get ahold of yourself, she thought, blinking them away.
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        * * *

      

      Eden took the last spot in the senior lot, guiding her ’94 Corolla between Cameron Jessup’s maroon minivan and Madison Stearns’s new Audi A4 with the skill of a surgeon. Peering through the bug-splattered front windshield, she observed her classmates as they hurried across the parking lot ahead of the morning bell. Scanning the area, she spotted Olivia Harper, her best friend. Olivia stood alongside Hannah Emery, another of Eden’s friends. They were joined a moment later by Jessica Sutton, her brother Seth, and his friend Will. Ordinarily, Eden would be with them, but not today. Today was different. Today was liberation day.

      At five minutes to eight, the warning bell echoed over the loudspeaker. With a sense of urgency, what remained of the senior class filed into the school. When the last of them had disappeared into the labyrinth of hallways and common spaces that made up Avondale High School, Eden relinquished her grip from the wheel, found the recline handle on the side of her seat, and pulled back until she was horizontal.

      Once Officer Norton had made his final sweep of the lot, she returned the seat to the upright position and breathed a sigh of relief. The bell sounded again—eight on the nose. Phase one of her plan was complete.

      In a last-ditch effort to save herself from the dark vortex swirling inside her head, Eden shut her eyes and did the one thing she’d sworn she’d never do again—pray. Deep down, she clung to a shred of hope that God would intercede on her behalf. Considering what she’d endured, he owed it to her, didn’t he? But when her final plea went unanswered, she took a pen and paper from her bag and authored the note she’d spent the weekend mulling over.

      To her astonishment, the pen glided effortlessly across the paper as the words came all too easily. When she was finished, she read the letter twice. Seventeen years, nine months, and twenty-seven days and everything she had to say fit on a single sheet of college-rule paper. She sighed heavily, then folded the paper and placed it conspicuously on the console, along with the friendship bracelet Adam had given her.

      Now, she was ready. Eden climbed out of the car and into the thinning fog, putting distance between her and her past. This is it, she thought as she crossed the parking lot to the sports complex. Eden Shaw’s swan song.

      Descending the hill, she fought to keep her wavy brown hair out of her eyes as it rode the morning breeze. Brushing back the strands, she found an opening in the chain-link fence, then slipped inside and took cover beneath the concrete bleachers.

      It being Monday, the grounds crew had the day off, so Eden had the entire place to herself, at least for another forty-five minutes. Then, Mr. Carson’s first-period PE class would take the field for morning laps. She figured he’d be the one to discover her body. Serves him right, she thought, recalling the time he made her run laps freshman year until she threw up. Perhaps there was such a thing as poetic justice.

      But before phase three commenced, a wave of nausea engulfed her. Fortunately, the bathroom was only feet away.

      She tried the door—unlocked. Thank God. She went in and turned on the light, which blinked twice, then buzzed to life. Under the institutional glow of the fluorescent bulbs, she emptied the contents of her stomach into the toilet, flushed it quickly, then turned on the water in the sink and splashed her face. Examining herself in the mirror, she looked more dead than alive. A preview of things to come.

      When she had dried her face, Eden turned off the light and slipped quietly out of the bathroom. She was still alone. The funnel of cool air beneath the bleachers felt strangely satisfying and helped to soothe her upset stomach. As she emerged from the darkness and made her way onto the track, she noticed the fog, which had earlier been thick and impenetrable, was losing its death struggle with the sun.

      Reaching the stairs, Eden found the rail and let it guide her as she began the ascent. Halfway up, she paused, her mind drifting to a chilly night in October the previous year. She and Adam had attended the homecoming football game to celebrate their six-month anniversary. She recalled sitting with her friends and cheering as the team played their rival from the neighboring county. The dance that followed was nothing short of magical. It was the first time Adam told her he loved her. To date, it was the greatest night of her life.

      Eden shut her eyes, trying desperately to hold on to that memory, feeling helpless as she watched it slip away. When she finally opened her eyes, she blinked back the tears, then resumed her climb.

      At the top, she paused to catch her breath, then turned and gazed out across the field toward the horizon. She was eye level with the sun now, squinting as its light drove the darkness from the shadows.

      Turning back, Eden put a hand on the rail, swung one leg over, then the other, and found the ledge with her feet. There was just enough room for her size-six sneakers to fit. Leaning forward, she glimpsed the ground below. The height was dizzying, even for her. If her calculations were correct—and they always were—a fall from here would leave little chance for survival. She took a breath.

      When she’d first contemplated suicide, Eden spent a great deal of time researching the height she would need to achieve her objective. Since her parents didn’t own a gun and she couldn’t fathom slitting her wrists, downing an entire bottle of pills, or dangling from the ceiling like a piñata, jumping seemed to be the most dignified of the available options. Even with something as morbid as her death, Eden Shaw left nothing to chance.

      Of course, if she’d wanted to be one hundred percent sure the fall would kill her, the town of Avondale, Georgia, had better places to jump from than the top of the Chester M. Carlson Memorial Football Stadium. The bank, for one, would have been the ideal spot. Even better would be the water tower that overlooked the park. It was over a hundred feet tall and surrounded by jagged rocks. But neither of those places held any significance for her. It had to be here. This was the genesis of her pain, so it was fitting this was where it would end.

      “You got this,” she whispered, steadying her nerves. So far, she’d done a remarkable job of keeping her anxiety at bay. Fortunately, this was the last time she’d have to worry about nerves or indecision, or sleepless nights spent crying and begging for a miracle. Though gruesome, this was a means to an end.

      Satisfied with her decision, Eden considered the brick building on the hill. In the beginning, she had been fond of Avondale High School. It was where she and Olivia met Hannah and where her art teacher, Stan Hillard, had told her that one day she would be a tour de force in the art world. It was also where she had fallen in love for the first time. But that was all before the day it happened. Now, the brick monstrosity stood as a constant reminder of her pain and suffering.

      Inside the school, completely oblivious to the events unfolding just a few hundred yards away, were Eden’s teachers, friends, and classmates, many of whom she had known her entire life. For the first time since concocting this macabre plan, she stopped to consider what they would say when it was all over.

      First, she thought of Olivia, who had stuck by her through the darkest days. Then there were her teachers, some she adored, others not so much. Finally, her parents. For as trying as the last seven months had been on Eden, her parents had suffered too, shedding tears, spending countless nights consoling her when she couldn’t stop crying. They loved their daughter more than anything in the world, so hurting them was the part of her plan Eden regretted most.

      When the last vestiges of doubt had been driven out of her mind, Eden lowered her gaze. Steady. She closed her eyes, and an image of Adam appeared. He was happy, the way she remembered him, and for a moment, she was at peace. She hoped to carry this image with her into whatever came next—heaven, hell, eternal darkness, or nothing at all. Regardless, he would be there in death, which was better than anything she had left in life.

      Ready. She leaned forward as the countdown commenced. Three… two… one…

      “Don’t forget to fly,” an unfamiliar voice called out.

      The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Turning slowly, she was astonished to find a young man sitting at the end of the row near the fence. “I—I didn’t know anyone else was up here,” she confessed as confusion gripped her. “How long have you been sitting there?”

      “Long enough.” He jumped to his feet.

      Even at that distance, Eden could see he was tall. His faded blue jeans and flannel shirt fit his frame nicely but were no match for the handsome, angular features of his face. Atop his head was a mass of sandy-brown hair that ended just above his ears. He was gorgeous, which begged the question: How had she missed him?

      “You weren’t actually going to jump, were you?” he asked in a calm and melodic voice.

      Eden stared, pondering his question.

      He took a step toward her.

      “Don’t come any closer!” she warned, watching him intently. “I swear to God I’ll jump.”

      He froze like a statue and slowly raised his hands. “I only want to help.” When Eden looked away again, he resumed his approach.

      “I said no closer,” she reiterated, swinging back to look at him.

      “If you’ve made up your mind, nothing I can say or do will change it.”

      She could see the worry in his expression.

      When she looked away for a third time, the young man seized the opportunity. He lunged forward and took her by the arm.

      “What are you doing?” She struggled to break free.

      Amid the scuffle, their eyes met, and a shock wave reverberated through Eden’s body. The young man’s eyes, vast and deep like the ocean, were an otherworldly shade of blue, and in them, as if gazing into a crystal ball, Eden saw her entire life, beginning to end.

      “Still want to jump?” His words broke the spell.

      With the adrenaline pulsing through her veins, Eden made one final attempt to free herself, but his grip was unyielding.

      “I won’t stop you,” he said, his dark eyes peering into the depths of her soul. “But if you’re going to jump, you’ll have to take me with you.” In one motion, he reached down and took her hand, then lifted a leg over the rail and joined her on the ledge.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she roared as confusion and apprehension played about her pale face. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Ready?” he said. “On three. One, two, three—”

      “WAIT!” She reached back with her free hand and found the rail. She tried to concentrate over the beating of her heart, but it proved too much for her. A thousand chaotic thoughts chased each other inside her head, and as she contemplated her next move, she realized she was trapped. It was one thing to commit suicide, but murder?

      Even she had her limits.

      The young man eased his grip.

      With her carefully constructed plan crumbling before her, Eden cried out in frustration, then climbed begrudgingly over the rail and sat down near the stairs.

      “For a minute there, I thought you were actually going to do it,” he said as he worked his way over the rail. “I’m not the greatest with distances, but that’s at least a fifty-foot drop.” He sat down beside her.

      “Sixty-three, actually.” She ventured a look in his direction. “Who are you anyway?”

      “I’m Logan,” he answered, flashing a crooked smile. “Logan James. And you are?”

      “Eden… Shaw,” she replied, feeling a little unsettled.

      “Eden. What a lovely name. I’m glad to have made your acquaintance.”

      She tightened her scowl. “Why are you here?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On which answer you want to hear.”

      “The truth will be sufficient,” she answered bluntly.

      “As you wish.” He took a breath. “I’m here to save you,” he said as he turned his gaze to the football field.

      “Thanks, Captain Obvious.”

      Her comeback brought a smile to his face. “Sarcasm. How original.” He was silent for a moment, then: “And just so you know, in my experience, most people that have just been saved from certain death tend to be a bit more gracious. If this is how you treat your friends, I’d hate to be your enemy.”

      “Friends?” she scoffed. We’re not friends. I don’t even know you… do I?” She turned and looked at him, studying his face for a long time.

      Logan shook his head.

      “Then why are you here? Shouldn’t you be in homeroom with everyone else?” But as soon as the words left her mouth, she wondered if he were a student at all. Something about the way he handled himself told her he was more mature than any of the boys at her high school.

      Logan glanced over his shoulder toward the school. “You’re right.” He turned back, lowering his eyes. “The truth is I’m new here, and the first day at a new school always makes me nervous. Normally,” he continued, running a hand through his dusty hair, “the fresh air helps calm me down, but man, did that plan backfire.”

      But Eden was not amused.

      Logan cleared his throat. “Look, I know we haven’t exactly gotten off to the best start, but I meant what I said about being friends.”

      “You don’t want to be friends with someone like me,” she muttered, looking away.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t deserve friends, not after what I tried to do.”

      He answered after a moment, quietly, seriously. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. The way I see it, we were just two people trying to clear our heads, that’s all. Besides, we’re the only ones who know what happened this morning, and my lips are sealed.”

      Eden turned and studied his face again. “Are you sure we don’t know each other?” There was something vaguely familiar about his face.

      He gave an indecipherable smile. “I get that a lot. Gwen says I have one of those faces.”

      “Gwen?”

      “The lady I live with,” he explained.

      “You mean your mom?” A smile played about her lips.

      He shook his head. “Gwen is my… guardian.”

      The way he said it made Eden think that there was more to the story, but considering they had just met, she didn’t press him. “I’m sorry about ruining your first day,” she said, offering a sad smile.

      “Don’t sweat it,” he said. “At least my anxiety is gone… and I made a friend in the process. Besides,” he continued as the smile ran away from his face, “the way I see it, the most important thing is I kept you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      “That’s a bit presumptuous, don’t you think?” If you hadn’t shown up, I’d be dead by now and my troubles would be over. “I mean, you don’t know anything about me, or my life.”

      “True, but the good news is, if you have your heart set on slitting your wrists or jumping in front of oncoming traffic, the day is young.” Logan stood and brushed the dust from his pants.

      His words shocked her. “That’s morbidly optimistic,” she replied, unsure how to take his comment.

      “But seriously.” He fixed his gaze on her. “Is this whole jumping thing behind us, or am I going to need to follow you around all day just to make sure you don’t try this again?”

      “That won’t be necessary.” She took a breath and cleared her head. “I think I’m okay, for now,” she said, feeling a sense of relief now that the suicide attempt was behind her.

      “In that case, we should probably get to class before they start looking for us.” He offered his hand, and she took it, so he pulled her to her feet and led her down the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      THE NEW GUY

      By the time they reached the building, Avondale’s principal, Mr. Howard, was waiting for them at the front door. Tom Howard was a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and squared-off shoulders who ruled by intimidation. His authoritarian approach had earned him the nickname General, which was appropriate considering he had spent a decade in the military before getting into education.

      As Eden ascended the stairs, she could tell by the tight line above Mr. Howard’s eyes that he was in a foul mood, so rather than try to talk her way out of trouble, she stayed quiet, hoping for leniency. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first time she had been tardy. Only six weeks into the new school year, she had already exhausted her three warnings, which meant the next violation carried with it a detention sentence. She shuddered at the thought.

      “Ms. Shaw.” Mr. Howard’s stern dark gaze settled on her. “Young lady, didn’t I warn you about showing up late to school again?”

      A wave of embarrassment passed over her as she dropped her eyes and braced for the worst. “Sorry, sir,” she answered in a small voice, “I was just—”

      “Just helping me, sir.” Logan interceded on her behalf. He bounded effortlessly up the stairs and offered Mr. Howard his hand. “I’m Logan James. Pleasure to meet you, sir. You must be Mr. Howard. Eden and I were just talking about you. All good things, of course.” He flashed a painfully perfect smile.

      Mr. Howard seemed taken aback but accepted the handshake. “Mr. James, we’ve been expecting you.” He glanced at the dial on his gold watch. “You’re late as well,” he said, raising an eyebrow in his direction. “Did you have trouble finding the place?”

      “No, sir,” Logan replied, staying a step ahead. “The directions you gave Gwen were spot-on. The truth is, sir,” he continued, looking slightly embarrassed, “I had a bit of car trouble this morning.” He spoke in a whisper. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but I recently replaced the engine in my ’65 Camaro, and I thought I had it up and running, but unfortunately, I must have missed a plug or something because the darn thing stalled on me a mile from the house. Can you believe it? Thank God Eden came by when she did. Otherwise, I might still be stuck on the side of the road.”

      “’65 Camaro? You’re a young man after my own heart. I used to own one myself, many years ago.”

      “Really? Do you still have it?”

      “I’m afraid not.” He frowned. “But you should have seen her. She was a beaut. Candy-apple red.” He smiled but it faded a second later. “I’m sorry for your troubles, Mr. James, but, as they say, that’s life.”

      “So am I, sir.” Logan pretended to sulk. “So am I. But like I said, thank God for Eden.” His eyes were on her now. “Being the Good Samaritan she is, not only did she help push my car home but offered to give me a ride to school.” He smiled and winked at her. “I have to tell you—if everyone in Avondale is half as helpful as her, I’m really going to like it here.”

      Is this really happening? The performance Logan was giving was Oscar-worthy, and much to Eden’s chagrin, it appeared to be working.

      “What kind words,” said Mr. Howard. “And yes, Avondale is a wonderful place—a real slice of Americana, if I do say so myself. I know we just met but I think you’re going to fit in well here, Mr. James,” he concluded, giving Logan a friendly pat on the back. Then, turning his attention back to Eden, Mr. Howard said, “Ms. Shaw, will you forgive me?” His tone was softer than before. “I should have waited for your side of the story. As you’re aware, I have a general disdain for tardiness, but considering the story this fine young man has just told me, I’m willing to let it slide.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “So, I don’t have detention?”

      Mr. Howard shook his head. “Let’s just make sure it doesn’t happen again, okay?”

      “Yes sir. I mean, no sir… It won’t happen again, Mr. Howard,” she said anxiously, realizing she had dodged a bullet.

      Mr. Howard led them inside, then turned to Logan. “Whenever you’re ready, Mr. James, I have some papers for you to sign.”

      “Be with you in a minute, sir,” Logan replied, still brandishing the cheesy smile. “I just want to say goodbye to Eden first.”

      Mr. Howard gave a nod of approval, then turned and marched toward the office. When he was out of hearing range, Logan turned back to Eden.

      “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” Eden eyed him suspiciously. “Let me guess, drama club?”

      “Funny,” said Logan. “You can thank me later, by the way.”

      “I beg your pardon?” she returned with incredulity.

      “You know, for earlier.” He nodded toward the football field. “And for keeping you out of detention just now.” He smiled and winked at a couple of cheerleaders as they passed.

      “Well, someone’s full of himself.” Eden crossed her arms. “And by the way, what makes you think I would have gotten detention in the first place? You’re not the only one who can lie their way out of trouble.”

      Logan rolled his eyes. “Come on. It was written all over your face. Not to mention that paper he was holding.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, not that I’m keeping track, but that makes twice I’ve saved you this morning.”

      Eden found his mocking tone repulsive. “Are you always this arrogant or just to your friends?”

      He smiled, seemingly amused. “Most of the time. But I like to think of it as confidence. Arrogance has such a negative connotation, don’t you think?” The smile lingered. “By the way, the friends comment—feisty. I like that.”

      Eden scowled at him. “Listen,” she said, dropping her arms. “I’d like nothing more than to continue this… whatever this is, but unlike you, I don’t have everyone under a spell, so I’ve got to get to class, or I really will end up in detention. Goodbye, Logan.” She turned on her heel and stormed off.

      But before she reached the corner, Logan called out, “Will I see you again?”

      Eden stopped and considered his question. The way he said it made her think he was sincere, though after what she’d just witnessed, she wasn’t sure if he was capable of that. She glanced over her shoulder, and her lips twitched into a smile. “If you’re lucky.”

      For the rest of the morning, despite many attempts to drive Logan from her mind, Eden couldn’t stop thinking about him, or those eyes. Good, bad, or otherwise, he had left an impression.

      And whether she was ready to admit it or not, Logan had saved her from making the biggest mistake of her life.

      But his timing, impeccable as it was, had only granted her a temporary reprieve. Eden was still miles from okay.

      After suffering through French class, a lecture on the War of 1812, and the first half of chemistry lab, Eden was thrilled when the bell rang for lunch. While her classmates filed out of the lab ahead of her, Eden hung back and waited for Olivia.

      When it came to personality, Olivia and Eden were like night and day. Olivia was a friendly girl with strawberry-blonde hair and braces, which she was quick to point out were coming off in a month. She’d been wearing them for two years and had been counting down the days until she was, in her words, normal again. Aside from being slightly awkward in social situations, especially when cute guys were involved, Olivia was regarded fondly by students and teachers alike, which is why for three years running, she had been named most congenial.

      “I think Mr. Graham was worse than usual today,” Olivia declared as she and Eden strolled toward the cafeteria.

      “I still can’t fathom how anyone can be that boring,” said Eden, the sound of Mr. Graham’s monotone voice still echoing in her head. “Oh, and by the way, the rumors, they’re true. He did get married over the summer.”

      “No! How is that possible? How anyone can listen to Herman Graham for more than an hour without wanting to beat their brains in is beyond me. Well, his wife, whoever she is, must be a saint.”

      “Or deaf?” Eden offered, which caused Olivia to laugh out loud. They moved quickly ahead as Eden tried to avoid eye contact with Mrs. Givens, the school counselor. “According to Hannah, he’s married to one of the English teachers at the middle school,” Eden continued. “I’m familiar with two of them, and they’re both older, as in ancient. But there’s another much younger woman who moved to town last year. I’ve seen her at the store a few times. I don’t know her name, but it must be her.”

      “Regardless,” said Olivia as she rounded the corner, “I still feel sorry for her.” She put a hand to her mouth, pretending to cover a yawn.

      As they climbed a small flight of stairs, moving away from the music wing, Olivia said, “I missed you in homeroom this morning. When Mrs. Sawyer called your name, I told her you were probably at the doctor or something.” When Eden didn’t respond, Olivia proceeded with a follow-up question. “So where were you?”

      Eden’s pulse raced. “I, um, stopped to help this guy stranded on the side of the road,” she said, staring ahead. The lie came way too easily, but then again, she’d had lots of practice. Still, to be using the same line Logan had so expertly deployed in his exchange with Mr. Howard was enough to make her regret not telling the truth.

      Olivia shot her a highly skeptical look. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      But Eden took it in stride. “I guess we all have our moments.”

      “Well, I’m proud of you,” Olivia said. “Maybe you’re turning over a new leaf or something. Isn’t that what Dr. Lowenstein recommended?”

      Eden shot her a look of warning as they approached the cafeteria. “Don’t get carried away. Besides, I think it was more a lapse in judgment than anything else.”

      They walked on a few steps, then Olivia asked, “Mr. Howard didn’t catch you, did he?”

      “Actually, he was cool about it,” Eden replied, still in shock.

      Olivia stopped and raised her eyebrows. “Wait. Mr. Howard… cool? I never thought I’d hear those two things in the same sentence.”

      Eden turned back and smiled. “Come on, Liv. Let’s get inside before all the seats are taken.”

      Inside the cafeteria, the situation was as expected. Since their chemistry class was on the opposite end of the school, Eden and Olivia were among the last to arrive. For obvious reasons, freshmen congregated at the front of the room and nearest the exits. Sophomores came next, and so on, with the seniors occupying the highly coveted seats at the back. The center remained open. It was regarded as the kill zone, which sounded worse than it was. In actuality, it was the section of the cafeteria reserved for newbies and those unfortunate enough not to sit at one of the better tables. At Avondale High School, it was affectionately known as no-man’s-land.

      Before she met Adam, Eden had spent her fair share of time in no-man’s-land. Given her shy, and at times dark, personality, she had never been part of the popular crowd. Conversely, Adam was Mr. Popular, which meant that once he started dating Eden, she enjoyed popularity by association. Even now, she was still amazed at how quickly she’d risen from relative obscurity to the upper echelons of the Avondale High social circle and equally amazed at how quickly she’d fallen from grace.

      With their table near the window vacant, Olivia went to stake her claim while Eden got in line.

      “Well, well, well. We meet again,” came a familiar and unexpected voice.

      Right away, Eden concluded by the lofty tone that it was Logan. Turning, she noticed something about him was different. She scanned him from head to toe, finally realizing that his hair, which earlier had been windswept and tousled, was now set perfectly in place.

      “Looks like we share the same lunch.” He nudged her playfully with his elbow. “This must be fate. I mean, what are the odds?”

      “Considering there are only two lunches, I’d say fifty-fifty,” she shot back. How’s that for a comeback? While she let that sink in, Eden moved ahead, and grabbed a tray.

      “You don’t happen to have a spot open at your table, do you?” Logan surveyed the landscape. “I don’t really know anyone yet, so…”

      Eden was shocked that he had asked, but she also recognized he was likely only using her to avoid sitting in no-man’s-land. Either way, she saw an opportunity. “That depends,” she answered casually.

      “On what?” he asked, his eyes settling on her.

      “On whether you plan on telling anyone about earlier,” she said quietly.

      “Haven’t we been over this? I gave you my word.”

      She stared at him, searching for even an ounce of honesty, and as his blue eyes bore into hers, she found it. “Fine.” She sighed. “You can sit with us. But just for today.”

      “You’re too kind,” he said with an ounce of sarcasm. He slid down the line, grabbing a tray of his own. “This is some place, huh?”

      “A real slice of heaven.”

      “Well, I think it’s great. This is way better than my last school. At least there aren’t bars on the windows.”

      “Oh yeah? And where was that—Alcatraz?” Eden flashed a grin as Mrs. Washburn handed her a plate with two slices of pizza.

      “Are you always this sarcastic?”

      “It’s kind of my default,” she answered proudly as her eyes drifted to him.

      The line moved again.

      “To answer your previous question,” he said out of the side of his mouth as he traded smiles with Mrs. Washburn, “my last school was in Houston.”

      “As in Houston, Texas?” she asked, taking a sudden interest.

      He nodded.

      “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you cowboy?”

      He nearly smiled but didn’t. “You ever been—to Texas?” He reached beneath the plexiglass divider and grabbed an apple juice.

      Eden shook her head no. “I’ve been as far as Arkansas. But I’ve always wanted to go to Texas.”

      “You’re not missing much. The weather is hot, and there are more cows than people, at least in the country. The city is an entirely different story. It has its own special kind of animals.” Logan grabbed a brownie and a cup of fruit. “Honestly, I’m not a fan of the city,” he confessed a few seconds later. “I prefer the country where things are simpler and—”

      “—Boring?” She cut him short.

      “That’s certainly one way of looking at it,” he conceded.

      They reached the end of the line. Eden paid for her lunch and waited on Logan. When he had given the cashier his money, she led him to the table where Olivia had a half-eaten ham sandwich in one hand and her copy of Wuthering Heights in the other. She was the only person Eden knew that had read it more than once.

      “Olivia, Logan—Logan, Olivia,” Eden said unenthusiastically. She sat down and shook her carton of milk. “He’ll be eating with us today.”

      “Hey,” said Olivia, looking flustered.

      “Hey yourself.” Logan gave her a gleaming smile as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

      “This is Logan’s first day,” Eden told Olivia as she used a fork to scrape the onions from her pizza.

      “New in town, huh? Welcome to Avondale,” said Olivia politely as if she were head of the welcoming committee. “How do you two know each other?” Her gaze shifted from Logan to Eden.

      Eden turned to Logan. “We, um…”

      Logan gave the same story he told Mr. Howard, which greatly relieved Eden since she’d said the same to Olivia just minutes earlier. “If not for Eden, I think I’d still be wandering the streets of Avondale.”

      Olivia giggled. It appeared she, too, had fallen under his spell. “Nice one,” she said, turning to Eden.

      “Trust me.” Eden cut her eyes to Logan. “It wasn’t nearly as dramatic as he makes it sound.”

      Before Logan could provide a rebuttal, a group of seniors entering the cafeteria stole his attention.

      “Who’s that?” He set his gaze on the blonde out front.

      “That’s Claire Farmer,” said Olivia scornfully. “The other three are Madison Stearns, Alicia Simmons, and Renea Hollister. Around here, they’re affectionately known as the beautiful people.” She put the last two words in air quotes.

      “Beautiful people?”

      Olivia stalked them with her eyes. “Prototypical rich girls—flawless skin, perfect teeth, get whatever and whoever they want. Every school has them. Those are ours.”

      Logan took another admiring look as they strode confidently to the back of the cafeteria. “Friends of yours?” He glanced back at Eden.

      Her brow puckered at his question. “Hardly.”

      “I’ve seen that look before. There’s a story, isn’t there?”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” Eden flashed a glowering gaze. “But there’s no story. Right, Liv?”

      “Um, yeah, right,” Olivia said unconvincingly, then returned to her book.

      “Come on.” He tried to make eye contact with Olivia, but she managed to fight off his stare. “Fine, but there’s something you’re not telling me.” He looked expectantly at Eden. “Fine. Have it your way. Maybe I’ll just ask Claire myself.” He glanced over his shoulder as Claire sat down and put her hair in a ponytail.

      Eden knew he was only trying to get under her skin, so she ignored him.

      When lunch was over, Logan disposed of his trash and set his tray on the counter. On his way back to the table, he ran into Claire, who stopped and asked his name.

      “Logan James.” He gave her the once-over. She had on a Kelly green top tucked neatly into her khaki shorts. “And who might you be?”

      “Claire Farmer,” she said with a thick-as-honey accent. “I don’t remember seeing you before. Are you new?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Senior?”

      “Two for two,” he said, making her smile. “Actually, today is my first day.”

      She looked him up and down. “And what awful thing did you do to get banished to this remote corner of the world?”

      “Nothing too awful.” They shared a laugh. “But seriously, I guess I needed a change of scenery, that’s all.”

      “And how do you like it so far?” She smiled again and arched an eyebrow. “The scenery, that is?”

      Before he could respond, Eden appeared and took him by the arm.

      “There you are.” She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, which took him by surprise. “They’re like children, aren’t they?” She cut her gaze to Claire. “Boyfriends, I mean.”

      “Boyfriend?” Claire’s mouth fell open. Her blue-green eyes switched from Eden to Logan and back again. “You two?”

      Eden looked expectantly to Logan, hoping he could take a hint. Otherwise, she risked humiliation at the hands of her mortal enemy.

      “Um, yeah, that’s right.” He played along brilliantly, draping his arm over Eden’s shoulder. “We’re crazy about each other. Aren’t we, babe?” He turned to her and flashed a cheesy smile.

      “Uh-huh, babe,” she said through gritted teeth as she dug her nails into his forearm.

      It took Claire a moment to fight off the confusion. “Well, I guess I’ll be on my way. It was nice meeting you, Logan.” She gave a crooked smile. “Eden,” she added, shooting a nasty glance as she brushed past.

      Once Claire was gone, Logan turned to Eden. “No story, huh? What was that all about?”

      “You’re not the only one who knows how to put on a performance,” she boasted, dropping the smile and his arm. “Now we’re even.”

      “Wait, what? Even? You’re kidding, right?”

      Eden shook her head.

      “I saved your life, remember?” he whispered. “The only thing you saved me from was the hot blonde with the accent and legs up to her—”

      “I dare you to finish that sentence.” She crossed her arms and scowled at him. “Trust me,” she added a second later. “I did you a favor.” She turned and started for the table.

      But Logan chased her down. “Thanks, but I don’t need any favors from you,” he said, then turned on his heel and stormed out of the cafeteria.

      Eden seethed with anger. She thought about going after him but decided he wasn’t worth the effort. Besides, other than her, Logan was the one person who knew what had really taken place that morning, so she couldn’t afford to press her luck.
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        * * *

      

      “Who does he think he is anyway?” Eden asked Olivia as they made their way back to class. Eden could still feel the anger coursing through her veins.

      They found their seats in the back and sat down. Eden crossed her arms, still fighting mad.

      “Cut him some slack.” Olivia opened her textbook. “It’s his first day. Besides,” she added, looking dreamy-eyed, “you can’t stay mad at someone who looks the way he does.”

      “Oh God. Not you too.” Eden groaned.

      “What? Just stating the obvious.” Olivia clicked her pen.

      Mr. Graham returned then and resumed his lecture on molecules and compounds, leaving Eden to stew over what had happened at lunch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      THE APOLOGY

      By the time Eden made it home that afternoon, she was still fuming mad. Her attempts to prevent Logan from getting under her skin had proven largely unsuccessful. His combination of good looks and arrogance perplexed her, and despite launching countermeasures, which included a barrage of sarcasm and smugness, it appeared Eden Shaw had finally met her match.

      After dropping her bag in her room, Eden went into the kitchen to grab a snack.

      “How was school today?” her mom asked, eyeing Eden surreptitiously as she sank into the kitchen chair.

      Eden put an elbow on the table, resting her face on her palm. “Don’t ask,” she said glumly, tracing the pattern on the table with the end of her finger.

      “That bad, huh?” Mary grabbed an apple from the basket and handed it to Eden.

      “Thanks.” Eden sank her teeth into the apple.

      “Let me guess,” said Mary, leaning against the counter. “The French test didn’t go as planned? I knew you should have spent more time studying.”

      Eden swallowed, then said, “It’s not that.”

      “Mr. Howard again?” Mary probed, pushing the envelope.

      “No,” she muttered. “There’s this… guy,” she blurted after a few seconds, seeing his smug face in her head again. “His name is Logan. He’s new and… a real pain in the ass.”

      “Eden Marie!”

      Eden gave a half-hearted apology.

      “Is he anything like that Roberts boy who used to bug you in the seventh grade?”

      “Worse,” she groaned. “And before you ask,” Eden forewarned with an edge, “he’s not in any way, shape, or form boyfriend material.”

      Mary chuckled. “I said the same thing about your dad the first time we met. Did I ever tell you about—”

      “—The first time you and Dad met?” Eden said, cutting her short. “Only a hundred times. But this guy isn’t anything like Dad. Trust me.” She grabbed a napkin from the center of the table and wiped the corners of her mouth.

      “If you say so.” Mary turned her back to Eden and dried the last few dishes. “I got spaghetti for dinner,” she announced a minute later as she stacked the saucers in the cupboard. “It’s Italian night unless you want something else.” She pulled the towel from the rack and dried her hands.

      “What are my options?”

      Mary opened the door to the fridge. “We have last night’s leftovers,” she offered, to which Eden turned up her nose. “Or we could have one of those TV dinners your dad keeps in the freezer—the one with Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes, and peas. Or I could whip up one of my famous casseroles? I think I have some chicken thawed, and a can of corn in the cabinet.”

      Eden made a face. “Spaghetti is fine,” she conceded, opting for the safest of the options.

      Mary put a pot of water on the stove, then emptied a jar of Ragu into a pan to warm. Soon the air smelled of garlic and tomatoes. Next, she reached for a box of angel hair pasta and asked, “is there anything else on your mind other than Logan? You don’t seem like yourself today.”

      “Everything’s fine, Mom,” Eden growled, concealing the true nature of her unhappiness.

      Mary turned and studied Eden’s face. “You know you can talk to me if anything is wrong, don’t you?”

      “I said everything’s fine,” she snapped, but she’d taken it too far.

      With any hope of civility gone, Mary turned her back to Eden and continued cooking in silence.

      Knowing it would require too much effort to salvage the conversation, Eden got up, discarded what remained of the apple in the trash, and went to her room to calm down. Exhausted, she lay down on her bed, resting her head against the heart-shaped pillow Adam had bought her for her birthday the previous year. It wasn’t long before she dozed off. A half hour later, the sound of her mom’s voice woke her from a dream. “Eden… dinner!”

      “How was school today?” Steve asked as he sprinkled parmesan on his spaghetti.

      “Careful—she’ll bite your head off,” Mary warned.

      Undeterred, Eden reached for a piece of garlic toast and answered, “same old, same old. What about you, Dad?”

      “I’m glad you asked.” Steve wiped his mouth and cleared his throat. “I have some good news, girls,” he announced. “I talked to Jerry this afternoon, and they’re promoting me to supervisor in a few weeks.”

      “Honey, that’s wonderful,” Mary applauded, kissing him on the cheek. “You see, hard work does pay off,” she said, casting a patronizing smile in Eden’s direction.

      “That’s awesome, Dad,” said Eden. But as soon as he glanced away, Eden scowled at her mom.

      “So what’s new in your world?” Steve asked Eden as he returned to eating. “Mom was telling me something about a guy named Larry or Lance?”

      “You mean Logan?” She set her fork on the side of the plate. “I’m afraid there isn’t much to tell, really. He’s arrogant and self-centered, and—”

      “Sounds like a real pain in the ass,” said Steve.

      “Thank you,” Eden said, feeling vindicated. “I’m just glad I don’t have any classes with him. Otherwise, I’m not sure what I would do.”

      “Keep your distance,” Steve advised. “I’m sure he won’t be any trouble.”

      Easier said than done, Eden thought as she picked up her fork and speared a meatball.

      After dinner, Eden returned to her room and sat in the green suede chair, the one her dad had made especially for her. Now that she had time to sit and process the events of the day, she grabbed her journal and turned to an open page. After the day she’d had, there was enough material to keep her busy for hours. But before she had the first word written, the doorbell rang.

      That’s odd. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had knocked on their door after dark. It was probably Mrs. Tanner, the elderly woman who lived in the canary-yellow rancher across the street. She was notorious for running out the basics, like flour and sugar. But that theory quickly evaporated when her dad called for her.

      Eden got up and opened the door. “Yeah?” she yelled, poking her head into the hall.

      “There’s someone here to see you,” he announced.

      Curious, Eden came to the top of the stairs and was stunned to find Logan standing in the doorway, staring up at her. What now? she thought, finding it unfathomable that he had the audacity to show up at her front door. Hadn’t he done enough damage for one day?

      Descending the stairs, she stopped in the foyer, folding her arms at her chest. If looks could kill, Logan would have dropped dead right there on the porch.

      “This young man says he goes to school with you,” Steve said, looking curiously to Eden.

      “What do you want, Logan?”

      “I, um, was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute.”

      Eden met him on the porch rather than risk making a scene in front of her dad. Besides, no way was she letting him in her house.

      “Are you stalking me now?” She closed the door behind her.

      “Not unless you want me to.” He grinned, but his attempt at humor missed the mark, again. He cleared his throat as the smile vanished. “I wanted to apologize, for earlier,” he said. “I got carried away at lunch, and I behaved like a real jerk.”

      “Can’t argue with you there,” she said. “By the way, how did you find my house?”

      “Olivia gave me the address.”

      “Figures.” Eden shook her head in disgust.

      Olivia was a fierce friend, but her Achilles’ heel was her inability to keep secrets. Over the years, Eden had seen her crumble like a cookie, especially when a guy was involved. And with a guy that looked the way Logan did, she didn’t stand a chance.

      “Don’t be too hard on her. She was reluctant, at first, until I explained why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement,” Eden said, loosening the scowl. “You could have called. My number’s in the book.”

      “I thought about it, but apologies over the phone lack sincerity. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Eden studied his face, wondering if this was another act. Despite her instinct, she was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, for now. “You can sit if you like.” She offered him a spot on the porch swing.

      “Thanks.” He lowered himself into the swing, and when Eden joined him a minute later, he said, “Does this mean we’re friends again?”

      “Again?” She made a face. “Were we ever?”

      But he appeared unfazed by her comment. “I like your house, and the street. Everything is so picture perfect, like a scene from Mayberry.”

      Eden cracked a smile.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d get that reference.” He smiled back.

      “My dad still watches that show every night, believe it or not.” She unfolded her arms and stared across the street. “I think I’ve seen every episode at least twice.”

      “Same here.”

      “So where do you live?” she asked, taking a sudden interest.

      “My place is a couple of streets over.” He raised a hand and pointed to the west.

      “Milligan Street?” she guessed.

      “That’s right. I’m in the two-story with the black shutters. Do you know it?”

      She nodded. “It’s nice.” She paused, thinking of something clever to say. “Now I know where to send the kids on Halloween when they’re looking for a house to TP.” She turned her head and flashed a sinister smile.

      “I deserved that.” He was silent for a moment, then said, “I also wanted to thank you for allowing me to sit with you and Olivia today. Despite what you might think, I sometimes have difficulty making friends.”

      Eden had a hard time believing that. “You’re welcome. And if I didn’t say so earlier, thank you for… you know…”

      “Don’t mention it.” His gaze lingered on Eden for another second. “Listen, I should go. I’ve already taken up enough of your time today. Besides, I told Gwen I’d be back a half hour ago, so…” He stood. “But thanks for talking with me, and I meant what I said about being sorry. Friends?” He offered his hand.

      Eden thought about it for a second, then shook his hand. “Friends.”

      The next day at school, Eden searched for Logan in the parking lot before the morning bell, but there was no sign of him or the ’65 Camaro he claimed to own, so she went about her day like usual. When it was time for lunch, she and Olivia made their way to the cafeteria and secured their table by the window.

      “Will Logan be joining us today?” Olivia asked eagerly as she scanned the room.

      Eden shrugged. “Hey, is that lip gloss you have on?” She took a closer look at Olivia.

      “Maybe,” she said casually, still searching for Logan.

      “I’ve never known you to wear lip gloss before. And where is your book?” Eden had rarely seen her at lunch without it. “Oh my God. This is because of him, isn’t it?” she said, putting two-and-two together.

      “There he is,” Olivia blurted, spotting Logan as he stood in line. He was wearing dark jeans, ripped near the bottom, a black REM shirt, and a leather belt. “Should we ask him to sit with us?”

      But Eden wasn’t paying attention. She was preoccupied with the way he looked in those jeans. “Hmm?” she said, feeling Olivia tapping her on the shoulder.

      “Do you want me to wave him over?” Olivia asked.

      “No.” Eden watched Logan pay for his lunch, then search for a place to sit. “Let’s see how this plays out.”

      “I can’t watch this.” Olivia turned away, shielding her eyes.

      “Relax, I’ll save him.” Eden rose slowly from her seat and crossed the floor. “Tell me you haven’t already forgot where we sit,” she teased.

      Logan appeared happy to see her. “But I thought you said—?”

      “Come on.” She nodded toward the table.

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

      “It’s no trouble. Besides”—she took another look around the room—”I’m not sure if you noticed, but your options appear to be limited.”

      She was right—he was trapped. “In that case, lead the way.”

      “Hi, Logan.” Olivia grinned broadly as he sat down across from her.

      “Olivia, my dear, how lovely to see you again. I’m digging the lip gloss, by the way,” he said. “Is it strawberry?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?” Her face turned the color of her hair. When he dropped his gaze, she turned to Eden and stuck out her tongue.

      “So, ladies, what are we discussing today? History? Chemistry? The fall of human civilization?”

      “Actually,” Olivia began, fighting a smile, “we were just talking about the Halloween party. Weren’t we, Eden?”

      “Halloween? What a coincidence. It’s my favorite holiday,” Logan revealed as he shook his carton of milk. “Who’s having a party?” His blue eyes settled on Eden first.

      “Not a chance,” she replied quickly. “My parents would kill me.”

      “You?” He turned back to Olivia as her color returned to normal.

      “As if. I think Madison’s hosting this year.”

      “Ah. I assume the two of you are going,” he said, before starting in on his lunch.

      “It’s by invitation only,” Olivia replied glumly. “Usually, only the most popular people get invited.”

      “In that case, you’re a shoo-in, right?” He winked at Olivia.

      Olivia giggled, but Eden failed to find the humor. Perhaps Logan’s moment of sincerity on the porch the previous evening had been just that—momentary.

      “I’m sure it’ll be lame anyway,” Eden weighed in. She dunked a fry into the blob of ketchup on the edge of her plate. “A bunch of kids getting drunk and seeing who throws up first. If that doesn’t say Halloween.” She popped the fry into her mouth.

      “There’s that sarcasm again,” said Logan.

      “But I thought you said last year’s party was one of the best times of your life?” Olivia reminded her.

      Eden shot her a look, which only seemed to pique Logan’s interest.

      “Yeah, well…” Her voice fell off as she glanced at Logan, then dropped her gaze.

      “Anyway,” Logan said, changing the subject, “would either of you be interested in showing me the sights next Saturday? Gwen will be away on business for a couple of days, and I really want to check out the town.”

      “Why would you want to do that?” Eden asked, perplexed.

      “Considering this is my home now, I’d like to familiarize myself with the area. Besides, it’ll give me something to do other than stare at the TV.” He took another bite of hamburger.

      Eden and Olivia exchanged a glance.

      “I could do it this weekend,” Olivia offered eagerly.

      “Thanks,” said Logan, “but I’ll be away. It would have to be next weekend.”

      “Darn,” said Olivia, looking dejected. “I’d love to show you around, but I’m scheduled to work next Saturday. But Eden might be available, and she knows Avondale better than I do. Isn’t that right?”

      Eden’s eyes widened as she twisted uncomfortably in her seat.

      “In that case, what about it, Eden? Do you want to be my tour guide next Saturday?” Logan asked as his eyes came to rest on her.

      “I, um…”

      “Forget about it.” He turned and glanced over his shoulder at Claire. “Maybe Claire will show me around.”

      Olivia shot Eden an anxious look.

      “Fine,” Eden said reluctantly. “I’ll do it.” Although the prospect of spending the entire day with Logan wasn’t particularly appealing to her, she did owe him one. “But I’ll have to ask Mr. Ripley for the day off.”

      “Perfect!” Logan tossed a tater tot into his mouth. “Then it’s a date.”

      His comment threw her. “What?”

      “Relax, it was only an expression,” he reassured her. “And don’t worry. I’ll be a perfect gentleman, promise.”

      As if that’s possible.

      “So do you want to drive or should I?” he asked.

      “I’ll drive,” she responded, perhaps too quickly, thinking that if he made her mad, which seemed inevitable, at least she could make a quick getaway.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, the rest of the week was drama-free. After getting off to a rocky start, Eden and Logan fell into a semi comfortable routine. He had his classes, and she had hers, so the only time they saw each other, aside from lunch, was when they passed in the hall.

      As the week drew to a close, Eden tried to keep her mind off Logan, but it turned out to be more difficult than she imagined. Despite his obnoxious behavior, she had seen glimpses of a decent guy. Consequently, there was something about the young man with the ocean eyes intrigued her.

      After working back-to-back shifts at the grocery store on Saturday and Sunday, Eden was exhausted. She sat on the porch after dinner with her feet up, listening to the sound of the crickets as the sun went down. Glancing at her watch, she realized that in just a few hours, a new week would dawn, and the cycle would begin anew. Complicating matters was the fact that her car had broken down the day before. Fortunately, her boss’s nephew owned a towing service that pulled it to the garage free of charge, so at least something had gone right.

      “Long day?” her dad asked, flicking on the porch light as he joined her on the swing.

      “Try long week,” she told him, staring across the street at Mrs. Tanner’s house. “I can’t believe the weekend is already over.” She sighed.

      “Welcome to the working world.” He patted her on the knee. “Do you regret your decision?” He rolled his head to the side.

      “To work?”

      He nodded once.

      Eden shook her head, recalling the many times her dad had tried to convince her not to work. But like him, she was stubborn and persistent, and after months of begging, she had finally worn him down. “I enjoy working at the store. Mr. Ripley says I’m the best cashier he’s got. Besides that, I like having my own money.” She played nervously with her right pinkie.

      “But?”

      “I just wish I didn’t have to work every weekend,” she confided.

      “I can understand that,” he said, letting his eyes drift skyward. “Why don’t you ask for some time off? You’ve been working there for two years, and Mr. Ripley is a fair man. I’m sure he’d give you a day or two if you asked him nicely.”

      “You think?”

      “You won’t know until you ask,” he said.

      Eden nodded, keeping her eyes fixed on the house across the street. “Maybe I will,” she said. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Anytime.” He patted her on the knee again, then stood and reached for the door.

      “Hey, Dad?” Her eyes drifted to him.

      “Yeah?”

      “My birthday is coming up in a couple of months. Do you think I could have some friends over? It wouldn’t be a big party or anything, just Olivia and Hannah.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea.” His lips curled into a smile. “I’ll need to run it by your mother, but I don’t think she’ll have any objections. If you don’t mind me asking, why the change of heart?”

      Eden shrugged. “It’s just been so long since I’ve had anyone over. Maybe it’s time to stop feeling sorry for myself and live a little.” She sounded wistful.

      “That’s my girl,” he said as his smile broadened. He pushed open the door. “Well, I’m off to bed. Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I won’t,” she promised.

      Eden stayed on the porch for another hour, mainly thinking about life. And it was in those moments of quiet reflection that she realized despite everything that had happened over the past year, both good and bad, somehow, be it dumb luck or divine intervention, she had survived. And there was something to be said for that.

      A little after eleven, she stretched her arms into the air and let out a yawn. Deciding it was time to turn in for the night, she locked everything up and climbed the stairs to her room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      A WALK IN THE WOODS

      Eden woke before the alarm clock and began her normal routine. After putting on a pair of green corduroy pants, she added a white cardigan, brown leather belt and matching boots, then made her way to the kitchen. She was the first to breakfast. After dropping two waffles into the toaster, she leaned against the counter, tapping her purple fingernails impatiently against the surface while she waited.

      A minute later, her mom lumbered into the kitchen wearing the mint-green floral robe Eden detested. It reminded her of something her grandma wore when she was alive.

      “Someone’s eager to start the week,” Mary said as she ran a hand through her tousled hair.

      “I thought since my car was in the shop, I’d walk to school this morning and wanted to have enough time to eat before I left,” Eden explained.

      “You don’t have to do that, honey.” Mary reached for the coffeepot and flipped the switch. The machine gurgled to life. “I don’t have to be at work until nine, so I can give you a ride.”

      Eden slid out of the way, making room for her mom at the sink. “Thanks, Mom, but it’s such a nice morning…” Eden cast an eye to the window as the first rays of golden sunlight appeared. “Besides, I think the fresh air will do me some good.”

      “If you say so,” said Mary, a trace of disappointment in her voice. “Do you have a lot going on this week?” While she waited for Eden to answer, she changed the filter, filled the reservoir with water, and shut the lid.

      “Just school stuff,” Eden answered with indifference, her thoughts drifting.

      “What’s going on with your art—I haven’t heard you mention it in a while?”

      Eden mused for a minute. “I’ve had a hard time finding inspiration of late,” she admitted. “But the state competition is coming up next month,” she said, finding something positive to say. “And I’m entering.”

      Mary reached into the cupboard and found her favorite coffee cup. “That’s nice, dear. Have you chosen your entry?”

      “Actually, I was thinking of painting something new,” she revealed as she adjusted the sleeve of her sweater. “There isn’t a lot of time before the competition but I’m feeling the creative juices again.”

      Mary raised an eyebrow in her direction. When it came to Eden’s art, Mary Shaw was clueless. The only creative thing she’d ever done was make a scrapbook out of some old family photos once, and even then, Eden characterized her work as crafty and not artistic in the least. Wanting to be supportive, she and Eden had come to an agreement whereby Mary promised not to ask questions about Eden’s art so long as Eden agreed not to produce anything sacrilegious or sexually explicit. “Just make sure the content is appropriate,” Mary said as the percolator sputtered to life.

      “Don’t worry, Mom,” Eden puffed. “God forbid it be anything that would embarrass you.” When the toaster sounded, Eden snatched the waffles, grabbed an orange juice from the fridge, and stormed out the door.

      The cool air helped relax her, but not completely. Eden walked to the end of the drive and paused, contemplating which path to take. There was the safer route, which meant she wouldn’t have to leave the blacktop, but she risked being seen by her classmates. Or there was the path through the woods, which was the shorter of the two routes but the most dangerous, and it wasn’t uncommon to run into a coyote or a black bear this time of year. Ignoring the danger, she turned left and walked to the end of the road, found the head of the path, and entered the woods.

      As she ate her breakfast, she was pleased to find the woods were quiet and there wasn’t an animal in sight. Taking in the fresh air, her mind cleared, and she nearly forgot the exchange she’d had with her mom only minutes before. But as she topped the hill, something unexpected caught her eye.

      “We have to stop running into each other like this,” Logan announced, looking surprised to see her. He had traded his usual jeans and T-shirt for khakis and a blue polo that brought out his eyes.

      Damn, Eden thought, looking him over from head to toe as she glided toward him. She nearly choked on her juice. He appeared like a model from one of those catalogs her mom kept in the basket beside the couch.

      She thought about complimenting him but didn’t want to send the wrong message, so she kept it to herself. Besides, he was already full of himself, and the last thing he needed was a boost to his overinflated ego.

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked, catching up to him as she stowed away the empty juice container in her bag. “I thought I was the only one who knew about this shortcut.”

      “I guess there are two of us now.” He smiled a little before glancing away. “I discovered it last week when I was out for a walk. I’ve been taking it for a few days now.”

      “I thought you had a car,” she said as they descended a small hill. “A red ’67 Pontiac or something?”

      “’65 Camaro,” he said, “and it’s black.” Logan stopped and helped Eden across a small ditch. “I do, but sometimes I prefer to walk. It gives me a chance to think.”

      “It sounds to me like you’re someone with a troubled mind,” Eden noted, thinking how she too enjoyed a walk to clear her head.

      “Something like that.”

      They continued down the path, carefully navigating the uneven ground.

      “What about you?” He moved ahead to push a branch out of her way. “You have a car, don’t you?”

      “Thanks, and yes, but it’s in the shop. Dad says it’s the spark plugs or the alternator or something,” she said cluelessly. “Cars really aren’t my thing.”

      “Well, if you need me to drive this weekend, I can,” he offered.

      “Oh.” She’d forgotten about their date. “I think it’ll be working by then,” she said casually. “Dad says it should only take a few days, so…”

      They pressed further into the woods, admiring the brilliant colors around them.

      “Don’t you just love this time of year?” Eden felt as though she were in the middle of a kaleidoscope. “Of all the seasons, fall is my favorite.”

      “Mine too.” Logan raised his eyes as shards of morning sunlight broke through the canopy above.

      Eden ventured a look in his direction, but he didn’t seem notice.

      “If my being here bothers you, I could hang back a bit,” he said a moment later, focusing on the path before him.

      “I don’t mind,” she replied as they topped the hill and headed down the other side. “Honestly, it’s kind of nice to have someone to talk to. Normally, the drive to school is rather lonely,” she admitted.

      “I know what you mean.” He glanced in her direction. “I much prefer this.”

      They walked on in silence for a minute before Eden asked how his classes were going.

      “Mrs. Tilson is a pain,” he answered truthfully, “but other than that, I’m getting along okay.”

      “Yeah, I remember Terrible Tilson,” she said as a smile broke across her face. “Liv and I had her for precalc last year.” She negotiated a fallen tree. “What about friends? Are you making any headway in that department?”

      “Is that your not-so-subtle way of telling me I’ve worn out my welcome at lunch?” His face twisted into a crooked smile.

      “No. I didn’t mean it like that,” she answered, almost apologetically.

      “It’s a slow process,” he said unenthusiastically, as though it wasn’t going as well as he would have hoped. “Allen and Seth from my English class, they’re cool, and so is the girl that sits across from me in history, whose name presently escapes me. But like I told you before, I’m not exactly a social butterfly.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” she countered, recalling how easily he had charmed Mr. Howard the week before. “Words seem to come so easy to you, like breathing. I would have thought you’d have the entire school eating out of your hand by now.”

      He snickered. “Not yet but give me another week.” He held on to the smile for a few more seconds, then let it fade.

      As they rounded the bend, daylight appeared up ahead. Reaching the end of the path, they broke free of the trees as the warmth from the sun enveloped them.

      “Out of the darkness and into the light,” Logan said as he led Eden out of the woods.

      Pausing as she set her eyes on the football stadium, Eden took a moment to reflect. What a difference a week made. Seven days ago, she thought suicide was the only way out, but now there was at least the illusion of hope, and whether she was willing to admit it or not, it was all because of the mysterious young man standing beside her.

      Logan walked on a few steps, then turned back, asking if everything was okay.

      She shook herself mentally. “Fine,” she replied with a smile.

      They made quick work of the hill and joined the others inside. Logan escorted Eden as far as the gym, where they went their separate ways.

      “Save you a seat at lunch?” she asked automatically.

      “I’ll be there,” he said, then disappeared into the crowd.

      Now that Logan and Eden had resolved their differences, the days seemed to pass effortlessly. Eden got her car back on Thursday, and after shelling out two hundred dollars of her hard-earned money, she hoped that was the last of the issues. Otherwise, she’d need to take on more hours at the store.

      On the bright side, she asked Mr. Ripley for Saturday off, and he agreed, letting her take the Friday shift instead, which meant she was available to take Logan on a tour of Avondale. Though not a date, as he had suggested at lunch, it would be the first time Eden would be spending time alone with a guy since Adam, and although the jury was still out on Logan, anything beat having to work.

      On Friday evening, when Eden got home from work, she warmed up a bowl of chicken and rice, then went to her room and called Olivia.

      “Hey, Eden, what are you up to?” Olivia asked.

      “Just got home from work,” she said as she opened the window, letting the cool breeze blow in.

      “Does that mean Mr. Ripley gave you the day off tomorrow?” she asked with nervous anticipation.

      “He let me switch with Lindsay, so yes, I have tomorrow off,” she confirmed. Eden sat on the bed with her legs crossed, using her pillow as a tray.

      “You’re so lucky. Hey, hold on, there’s someone at the door.”

      Eden used the break in the action to scarf down what remained of her dinner.

      “Okay, I’m back,” said Olivia a minute later.

      “Everything okay? Do you have a hot date or something?” she joked.

      “I wish.” Olivia sighed. “Actually, I’m stuck here babysitting again.”

      “Ouch. I know what that means—pizza and cartoons.”

      “You know me too well,” she chuckled. “That was the pizza man just now. So are you looking forward to tomorrow?”

      Eden downed the rest of her bottled water. “I guess,” she said indifferently as she set the bowl on the nightstand.

      “You should be. I mean, Logan could have picked anyone, but he chose you.”

      “Don’t read too much into it,” Eden demanded as she curled the telephone cord playfully around her finger. “I’m the only friend he’s got other than you. Besides, we’re just walking around town, not getting married.” Though now that she thought of it, Eden James did have a nice ring to it.

      “Okay. So what do you have planned?”

      Eden leaned back and rested her head on a pillow. “I was thinking of parking at the bank and walking to the square and back.”

      “Boring,” said Olivia. “Logan James isn’t a walk to the square and back kind of guy. You need to take your time, show him the shops, eat lunch, drive out to the lake. I know you don’t believe it, but Avondale has a lot to offer. I’ve got it!” she said at once. “Take him to that place you like so much… the overlook… what’s it called?”

      “Davenport Mountain?”

      “Bingo! That place is gorgeous this time of year. He’ll love it.”

      “I don’t know,” said Eden, thinking how a couple of hours had turned into an entire day, complete with a scenic tour and romantic sunset. “I’ll have to think about it.”

      “You do that,” Olivia said. “Meanwhile, I’ve got to go. Jason is starting to get whiny. He’ll be wanting those pizza rolls soon, and I promised him we’d watch Toy Story before bedtime. Call me tomorrow when you get home, okay?”

      “I will. See ya, Liv.”

      When Eden hung up the phone, she lay in bed for a long time, thinking. Maybe Olivia was right. A walk to the square and back might not be enough to keep Logan’s interest. Then again, a drive around the lake might not make him catch fire either. It sounded more like something an elderly couple would do. Bewildered, Eden shut her eyes and put off deciding on the itinerary until the next morning.

      That night while she slept, Eden did something that only two weeks before would have seemed impossible. She dreamed of someone other than Adam. Instead, her mind was on Logan and what lay in store for them the following day.
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      AVONDALE

      The next morning, Eden woke with a purpose.

      “How did you sleep?” her mom asked as she slid a plate of eggs and toast in front of her.

      “Better,” Eden responded brightly, pushing up the sleeves of her lilac cardigan.

      “Yeah?” Mary cast an eye to Steve, who had also taken notice. “I’m glad.” She fixed herself a plate and joined them. “So I heard you got the day off. Is that why you’re up early, off to the park to sketch?”

      Eden shook her head. “I’m taking Logan to see the sights today,” she announced. “He wanted someone to show him around town, and since he doesn’t have many friends, I said I’d go.” Now you’ve done it. She braced for the inquisition.

      “Is this the same Logan that stopped by last week?” Mary inquired, right on cue. Her mom was nothing if not predictable.

      Eden nodded casually.

      “I only got a peek of him when he was standing in the doorway, but he didn’t exactly strike me as the kind of young man who had trouble making friends.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Eden looked up from her plate.

      “Nothing. I’m only saying he’s a handsome young man.” Mary took a bite of eggs and chased it with a sip of orange juice.

      “Mom!” Eden remarked, looking mortified.

      “What? He is. Isn’t he, Steve?”

      “I’m staying out of this one,” Steve said, keeping to his paper.

      Much to Eden’s relief, silence descended but was broken a minute later when Mary asked the million-dollar question. “Does he attend church?”

      “How should I know?” That was the last thing that would come up in casual conversation. “I’ve only known him for two weeks.”

      “Regardless,” Mary continued, unable to let it go, “perhaps you should invite him to dinner.”

      Eden nearly choked on her eggs. “Why would I do that?”

      “I think what your mother is trying to say is Logan seems to be a good influence on you,” Steve chimed in, lowering the paper. “That’s all.”

      Eden stared at her dad in disbelief. You’re siding with her? It wasn’t often that they were at odds with one another.

      “Maybe you guys could watch a movie or sit on the porch and talk,” Steve took the diplomatic approach. “I could grill hamburgers and hot dogs, like I used to when…” His voice trailed off, but Eden knew where he was going with it.

      “Sorry,” he said, offering Eden a sympathetic smile.

      But instead of letting her dad’s slip of the tongue upset her, Eden used it to her advantage, putting an end to the inquiry. When she finished eating, Eden went upstairs, brushed her teeth, and stared at herself in the mirror. Weekends usually meant she went au naturel unless she was working, but today was different. Today she wouldn’t be alone. So she opened her makeup bag and went to work.

      After adding a bit of color to her otherwise pale cheeks, she put on a single coat of mascara and added a thin layer of lip gloss. “There,” she said as she examined herself in the mirror. “Now you look like the old Eden.”
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        * * *

      

      Two streets over, Logan was putting the finishing touches on his hair when Gwen appeared in the hall. Gwen Langley wasn’t your typical middle-aged soccer mom. She was smart, sophisticated, and could easily have run circles around any woman in Avondale. Standing five-six, with auburn hair and light blue eyes, Gwen stood out in a crowd.

      “Where are you off to today?” she inquired as she stood in the doorway to the bathroom, examining her freshly painted nails.

      “To take a tour of Avondale.” Logan worked a few drops of gel into his hair.

      “I see. And I assume, since you’re taking longer than usual, you’re not going alone?”

      “I’m going with Eden,” he stated, stepping back to admire himself in the mirror. Looking good.

      “You’d better be careful with that one, Logan,” Gwen warned. She stepped forward brushed a piece of lint from his shoulder. “I don’t need to remind you what happened last time, do I?”

      “I’ll be careful, mom,” he said mockingly, finding her reflection in the mirror. “We’re just going to see the sights. It’s not a date.” He turned off the light and brushed past her as he went to grab the leather jacket from his room. “Besides, what difference does it make?” He shrugged on the jacket and adjusted the collar. “Any day now Bridgette will call, and we’ll be on to the next place, so I might as well make the most of the time I have left. Isn’t that what you told me last time?” he said, using her words against her.

      Before Gwen could respond, a horn sounded from the driveway. Parting the curtains, Logan peered through the window and found Eden’s silver Corolla idling in the drive.

      “That’s her. I gotta go,” he said as he started for the door.

      “I’ll be leaving soon and won’t be back until late tomorrow. Enjoy yourself and be careful,” she called after him.

      “I will,” he said as he bounded down the stairs and out the front door.

      “Morning.” Eden reached across the seat and opened the door for him. “Nice jacket.”

      “Morning to you too, and thanks,” he replied brightly, sliding inside and closing the door. He paused, taking a minute to let his eyes wander around the car. “What’s this?” he asked, finding a brown paper bag sitting on the console.

      “Breakfast, compliments of my mom. There’s a sausage biscuit and a bacon, egg, and cheese. Take whichever one you like, or neither,” she said casually. “It won’t hurt my feelings either way. There’s also an orange juice in the glove box if you’re thirsty.” She put the car in reverse.

      “That was nice of your mom,” Logan said as they backed out into the street. “Tell her I said thanks.” He reached into the bag, grabbed the sausage biscuit, and took a bite. “This is good,” he said with his mouth full. “Is it homemade?”

      Eden nodded, handing him the juice.

      “Thanks. You look pretty today,” he said as they proceeded down the street.

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Thanks,” she said, surprised that he noticed.

      By the time they made it to the stop sign, Logan had consumed the biscuit and downed the juice. “So what’s the plan for today?” he asked, wiping the crumbs from his mouth.

      Eden took a breath. “I thought we’d start off in town,” she began, checking for traffic. “After that, we’ll swing by the lake, and then if you’re up for it, maybe a hike to end the day.” She put on her signal light and made the turn. “I hope you’re an outdoor person.” She had taken Olivia’s advice, but now came the moment of truth. If Logan thought her list of activities was lame, she’d probably die of embarrassment.

      “I love the outdoors,” he said. “Especially this time of year. So long as it doesn’t rain,” he added. “Being made of sugar, I wouldn’t want to melt.” He flashed a mischievous smile.

      Eden fought back a smile.

      It took less than ten minutes to get from Logan’s place to the middle of Avondale, during which they made small talk, mostly about school. Eden parked her car in the vacant lot behind the bank, and they got out and began walking down Cardwell Street. The morning air was cool beneath the whisper of fog that hovered just out of arm’s reach, so they decided to keep their jackets on.

      “Where is everyone?” Logan asked, finding the streets mostly empty.

      “This isn’t Houston,” she said jokingly. “There’s a reason they call little towns sleepy. It’s still early for most folks around here. Not that it ever gets busy, but it’ll pick up once everyone has had their second cup of coffee.”

      They moved ahead another block, passing Curls Beauty Salon and Wilsons general store, then hung a left on Main Street.

      “That’s the Corwin Theater there,” Eden mentioned, pointing to a two-story brick building with an old-timey marquee. “It’s been around since the forties. Lightning struck it twenty years ago, and it nearly burned to the ground, but the town liked it so much they built it back. If you look closely, you can see where the fire was.” She pointed to a jagged line of discolored bricks. “It’s the only place around here to catch a movie unless you go to the drive-in.”

      “Those still exist?”

      “A few,” she said, “and one of them is right here in Avondale. It’s kind of our claim to fame. You ever been?”

      “Once, but it was years ago.”

      “My parents used to take me all the time,” Eden recalled. “They offer a double-feature on Friday nights and have the best hamburgers and milkshakes around.”

      “Sounds like fun. Maybe we could go sometime.”

      Eden’s heart skipped a beat, but she took it in stride. “And that’s Ripley’s Grocery.” She pointed to the brick building on the corner. “That’s where I work.”

      “Really? What do you do there?” Logan asked, coming to a stop.

      “I’m a cashier. Sometimes I work in the floral department, but mostly I just scan people’s groceries and take their money.”

      “That sounds like a decent job.”

      “I enjoy it,” she said, pushing ahead. “What about you? Do you plan on working once you get settled?”

      “I’ll need to find something to occupy my time,” he admitted. “Otherwise, Gwen will put me to work around the house, and God knows I’m not cut out for washing dishes and sweeping floors. The last job I had was at a lumber yard, stacking two-by-fours and plywood.”

      “No offense, but I think I’d take the dish washing and floor sweeping.”

      Logan laughed. “It wasn’t glamorous, I’ll admit, but it was honest work.”

      They walked on a few steps while Eden imagined Logan doing manual labor.

      “Not sure if you’re interested, but I know the diner is hiring,” she suggested a minute later, turning her eyes up the hill to the shiny chrome building that sat at the end of Second Street. “Eric Barnes and his brother Sam work there in the evenings. Or you might try Wilsons,” she proposed, glancing over her shoulder. “Mr. Harvey is always looking for someone to stock shelves and help out behind the counter.”

      “Thanks. I may look into that.” They stopped at the corner of Main Street and Henley and waited for the light to change. The fog was all but gone now. “You know, it’s a shame more towns aren’t like this,” Logan commented, taking in his surroundings.

      “Is it?” Eden failed to see what was so special about Avondale.

      “I think so.” The light changed, and they crossed the street. “I’ve seen the city,” he went on, stepping up onto the sidewalk, “and trust me, this is what it’s all about—little shops, down-to-earth people, fresh air.”

      Just ahead, Eden stopped at Wheeler’s Jewelry and looked in through the window.

      “This is a nice place. Do you shop here a lot?”

      “I wish,” she replied dismally as she scanned the latest selection of rings and bracelets. “Mom and Dad don’t really make enough to afford things like this. They don’t have much education but they’re hard workers,” she added in their defense. “Anyway, that’s why I got a job.” She paused. “See that one there?” She pointed to a silver charm bracelet. “I’ve wanted something like that since I was a little girl, and they even have different charms you can choose from. I’ve been saving up for six months.”

      “And are you close to having enough to get it?” he asked, taking a closer look.

      “I was,” she said glumly, “until my car broke down. Turns out, it was the alternator, so after materials, labor, and tax, I’m back to square one.” She sighed, then backed away from the window.

      “You mean your parents didn’t help you with the cost of the repairs?”

      She shook her head. “A couple of years ago, when we started looking for cars, my dad and I made a deal,” she explained. “He promised to buy the car and pay for my insurance as long as I agreed to take care of the gas and maintenance. He says it’ll teach me responsibility and the value of money or something. It’s another of his life lessons, as he calls them.” She rolled her eyes.

      “That’s tough, especially when you were so close to having the money for the bracelet.”

      “Oh well.” She perked up. “I’ll just have to save a little more from now on, or maybe I’ll get lucky, and it will go on sale.”

      They resumed their stroll, and when they reached the end of Main Street, they turned right at Cecil Avenue and walked up the hill to the town square. At its center stood a gigantic tree called the Sacred Oak. According to legend, it was said to have been made when God created the earth.

      “You don’t believe that, do you?” Logan asked as he admired the gnarled, twisting branches from a distance.

      “Nah. But it’s supposed to give guidance to those who seek it. Legend is that when the Creek tribes inhabited this land, the wife of the chief became ill. All the medicine men were called in, but nothing helped, and she only got worse. Finally, the chief came here and prayed to the Sacred Oak for his wife to be healed. When he returned to camp, she was well.”

      “How do you know all this stuff anyway?”

      “I’ve lived here all my life.” She stopped at the fountain. “Plus I’ve always been interested in history, so when I hear stories like that, I file them away for days like today.” She reached into her pocket and handed Logan a quarter. “Go ahead, make a wish.”

      Logan did as he was told, then tossed the quarter into the water. When it had settled to the bottom, he turned to Eden and asked if she would like to have lunch.

      “Um, sure,” she said somewhat reluctantly. “But first, what did you wish for?”

      He gave an indecipherable smile. “You know I can’t tell you that?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it wouldn’t come true.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Absolutely,” he said, and glanced back at the water. “Besides, it was a really good wish, so…”

      Eden thought she detected something in his voice, but she didn’t pursue it. “What do you want for lunch?” she asked. “We’ve got Betty’s Kitchen—that’s country cooking, like meat loaf and mashed potatoes, or we have Lorenzo’s Pizza, or…”

      “What about that place?” Logan asked, pointing to the one in the shape of a pagoda.

      “Peking? They have excellent Chinese food if you’re into that sort of thing.”

      “I love Chinese.”

      They crossed the cobblestone street, went inside, and found a booth near the window. The place was empty except for an elderly couple at the buffet. A middle-aged woman with thick glasses and dark hair who spoke broken English greeted them and asked if they were ready to order. Eden knew what she wanted, but since it was Logan’s first time, he took a minute to study the menu.

      “So what’s your go-to?” she asked, thinking he was the kind of guy who liked spicy food or something exotic like eel or squid.

      “The sweet-and-sour chicken looks good.” He scanned the trifold. “With fried rice and an egg roll.” He put down the menu and looked at Eden. “How about you?”

      “Shrimp lo mein,” she said reflexively. “I get it every time.”

      “You never try anything new?”

      “Once I find something I like, I stick with it,” she said. She placed a napkin in her lap, then pushed the silverware out of the way. “When it comes to food, I’m not much of a risk-taker. Besides, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, right?” She smiled, perhaps too much, then reined it in.

      While she let that sink in, the waitress arrived with their drinks and took their order. When she was gone, Logan asked Eden about her plans after graduation.

      “College, I guess,” she said with indifference.

      “I can tell you’re thrilled about it.” He sucked Pepsi through a straw.

      She gave a crooked smile. “My dream is to go to art school,” she revealed. “But my parents think it’s a waste of time. They’re too practical for something like that. They say there’s no future in it, and since I don’t make enough at the store to put myself through school, I suppose I’ll end up at the community college in Murphy.” She freed the straw from its wrapper and plunged it into her soda.

      “What about scholarships? They have those for art, don’t they?”

      Eden took a sip, then cleared her throat. “Sure, but they’re really hard to get, not to mention I missed the deadline for portfolio review, so it’s virtually impossible at this point.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      Their food arrived a minute later, and they wasted little time digging in.

      “You know how to handle chopsticks.” Logan watched Eden as she lifted the noodles effortlessly from the plate to her mouth. “I’m impressed.”

      “I could say the same for you.” She looked on as he deftly maneuvered the chicken and rice. “Most people around here use a fork.”

      Logan smiled. “Do you ever feel like you’re out of place here?” He looked up from his plate.

      She tilted her head to one side as she chewed. “What do you mean?”

      “You know, like you think you should have been born somewhere else or in another time?”

      Eden smiled, thinking about all the times she’d thought the very same thing. “All the time.” She paused and took another bite of noodles. “Did you feel that way when you were in Houston?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t grow up there,” he revealed. “I grew up in a place called Olivette, on the outskirts of—”

      “—Saint Louis.”

      “You also know geography. Again, impressive.” Logan dunked a piece of chicken in the sweet-and-sour sauce, then ate it.

      “Thanks. We have family in Belleville,” Eden explained. “I think I remember going there once and seeing the Arch. But as far as the geography thing goes, I have my dad to thank for that. He says most people can’t find their way out of a wet paper bag, so while most of the other kids spent their weekends playing hide-and-seek or tag, I was studying maps.” She took another bite of noodles.

      “Well, I think you could certainly handle the paper bag.” He grinned.

      Eden swallowed and smiled back.

      When Logan was finished, he put his napkin on the plate and slid it to the center of the table. Eden did the same.

      “So do you come here a lot?” he asked as he leaned in his chair.

      “Not as much as I used to. Ever since Mom started taking cooking classes at the church, she thinks she’s Avondale’s version of Martha Stewart.” She hoped to get a laugh out of Logan, and he didn’t disappoint. “So most of the time we eat at home,” she went on. “But occasionally, if we’re celebrating something, we’ll eat out.”

      “Your mom sounds a lot like Gwen,” Logan told her. “She likes to cook too. Even though it’s only the two of us, you’d think there were ten people in the house with the amount of food she cooks. Honestly, I’m shocked I don’t weigh three hundred pounds.” He slapped his stomach.

      “Well, you look good to me.” She caught herself. “I mean—” But it was too late. She could already feel the heat on her face.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He held back a smile and hailed the waitress for the check. “That reminds me,” he said, looking serious. “Halloween is coming up soon. Do you have any plans?”

      Eden’s face was hot again. “Not that I know of,” she said cautiously. “Why?”

      The waitress appeared with the check and two fortune cookies. Logan handed her a twenty and told her to keep the change.

      “I was thinking of dressing up this year,” he answered, putting the fortune cookie in his pocket.

      “Aren’t you a little old for that?” she laughed, finding his suggestion somewhat childish.

      “The dressing up part or the candy?”

      “Either, or both.”

      “Absolutely not. You should come with me.” He gave her that crooked smile again.

      Eden thought about that for a minute with the overwhelming sense their innocent lunch had at some point become something more.

      “I don’t know,” she said, then glanced away. If she said yes, it would be tantamount to accepting an invitation for a date, and she was in no way ready for something like that.

      “Come on. It’ll be fun,” he encouraged as he stood. “We can get dressed up, get lots of candy, and eat Snickers and Skittles until we pass out in the floor. What do you say?”

      Eden followed him outside. “What about the party?” she asked dodging the question.

      “You mean the one that only the cool kids get invited to?” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Yeah, somehow, I don’t think I’ll be getting an invitation anytime soon.”

      Whether it was his persistence or the thought of eating loads of chocolate or perhaps Logan’s blue eyes, which, if possible, were bluer than usual, Eden agreed to go under one condition.

      “Name it.”

      “I get to pick the costumes.”

      “Deal.”

      Descending the hill away from the square, they opened their fortune cookies.

      “What does your say?” Logan asked curiously.

      “Let’s see.” Eden cracked open the cookie. “Mine says ‘Never fear! The end of one thing marks the beginning of something new!’”

      “In bed,” Logan added quickly.

      “What?” she asked, looking mortified.

      “You’re supposed to add the words in bed to the end of your fortune,” he explained.

      She gave him a blank stare.

      “You’ve never heard that?”

      She shook her head, feeling embarrassed that she hadn’t heard of this before.

      Logan laughed heartily as they turned left at the corner.

      Eden composed herself. “All right, what’s yours say?”

      Logan held up the tiny slip of paper and began reading. “Lucky numbers are seven, two…”

      “Other side, smart-ass,” she said, swatting him playfully across the shoulder.

      He turned it over and cleared his throat. “‘Stop searching. Happiness is just next to you.’” Dropping the smile, he turned and looked at Eden.

      “It doesn’t say that.” She snatched the fortune from his hands. But after reading it for herself, she realized he was telling the truth. She handed it back to him, then looked away, feeling suddenly vulnerable.

      “They’re only for fun.” Perhaps he sensed her discomfort.

      They walked the rest of the way in silence. When they reached the car, they discarded their jackets, and drove to the lake.

      “I don’t know if you’re into that sort of thing,” said Eden as she led him out onto the dock, “but Nottely Lake has some of the best bass fishing around.”

      “I’ve been known to cast a line once in a while,” he answered as he gazed out across the blue-green water. “Nottely… that sounds Native American.”

      “Very good.” She raised her eyebrows. “It’s from the Creek work, Note-le, which means people on the other side.”

      “Speaking of people on the other side, I see some houses.” He pointed to a row of large cabins sitting on the bluff in the distance. “Who lives there?”

      “Mostly retired folks from up north, looking to escape the cold,” she explained as she brushed the hair from her eyes. “They’re buying large chunks of property around the river and lake, which is a shame. This place is beautiful just the way it is.”

      “I agree,” he said, still marveling at the view.

      After a stroll along the shore, they spent an hour taking the scenic road around the lake, stopping several times for Eden to point out some of the local landmarks. The conversation came easy, and before they knew it, the day had gotten away from them.

      By the time they made it to the top of Davenport Mountain, daylight was fading fast. They got out and hurried to the overlook, hoping to catch the sunset.

      “I come up here sometimes to think,” she told him as she looked out over the valley toward the lake. “Dad took me here once when I was five, and I fell in love with the place. Most people take their ATVs and ride the trails, but I just like to come up here and sit and draw and think.”

      Logan turned his gaze to Eden and let it linger on her for a few seconds while she concentrated on the sunset. “I want to thank you for today,” he said softly. “You were probably dreading this, especially after the way I acted, but I’ve really enjoyed myself.”

      “Me too.” She returned his gaze. “And just so you know, I wasn’t dreading it.” Her gaze lingered on his blue eyes for a second, then she pushed back from the rail and strolled to the car.

      By the time they made it back to Avondale, it was dark. After dropping off Logan at his place, Eden went inside and shrugged out of her jacket, then joined her parents in the living room where they were huddled together on the couch, watching a rerun of the Bob Newhart Show.

      “There you are.” Steve muted the TV. “We were starting to worry.”

      “Sorry—lost track of time.” Eden collapsed into the oversized chair and kicked off her boots.

      “Well, how did it go?” Mary asked, looking as if she would burst.

      “Fine,” Eden replied, avoiding eye contact. “But I’m exhausted. I never knew how tiring being a tour guide could be.”

      “Just fine?” Mary probed.

      “Yeah, just fine.” But the truth was it had been more than fine. In fact, if she were honest with herself, Eden couldn’t remember the last time she’d had that much fun. And as it turned out, Logan wasn’t the jerk she had him pegged for.

      After spending a few minutes with her parents, Eden ate a sandwich, then went to her room and called Olivia. If she didn’t, she’d never hear the end of it.

      “Did you just now get home?” Olivia asked. “I’ve been waiting by the phone for hours.”

      “Fifteen minutes ago,” she said as she put on her pajamas.

      “That must mean things went well. Did he kiss you? Oh my God, if he kissed you, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “God no,” Eden said, pulling back the covers. “We spent the day together, not got hitched.”

      “So did you take my advice?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “It was nice. I showed him the movie theater and the shops. Then we had lunch in the square. After that, we drove out to the lake and walked along the shore and ended the day with a drive to the top of Davenport Mountain, just like you said.”

      “And did he seem to enjoy himself?”

      “Actually, I think he did,” Eden said, reflecting on their afternoon. She removed her earrings and set them on the nightstand, beside the lamp.

      “You didn’t turn it into a history lesson, did you?”

      “For your information,” she said, putting a hand to her hip, “he was impressed with my knowledge.” She paused and smiled. “Besides, I kept my useless facts to a minimum.”

      “Whew! Thank God for that. So what now?”

      Eden sat down on the edge of the bed. “What do you mean?”

      “Is he going to ask you out again?”

      “Liv, I already told you, this wasn’t a date.”

      “Actually, if memory serves, he used the words it’s a date, so…”

      She had a point. Logan had said that at lunch. But it wasn’t a date, was it?

      “Besides,” Olivia went on, “that’s not what I asked.”

      While she considered that, Eden stared at the fortune, the one from the Chinese restaurant. “I sort of agreed to go out with him on Halloween,” she said meekly.

      “Wait, what?”

      “He wants to get dressed up and walk around the neighborhood. Isn’t that crazy?”

      Eden heard a muffled scream on the other end of the line.

      “This is perfect,” Olivia said, as if pieces to a master plan were falling into place. “What are you going to dress up as?”

      “I don’t know,” said Eden, “but I only agreed to go if I got to choose the costumes, so will you help me?”

      “Of course, but I’m going to need to think on it for a day or two. I’ll have something for you by Monday. Sorry, mom is calling me,” she said. “Gotta go. Talk to you later, okay?”

      “Yeah, later.”
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      THE INVITATION

      By Monday morning, Eden was still on Logan’s mind. As he sat at the table, eating breakfast, Gwen asked how his weekend had been.

      “Better than expected,” he said as he devoured a strawberry pop tart. “As it turns out, Eden really knows this place.”

      Gwen shook her head in frustration.

      “Don’t worry,” Logan reassured her. “I know what I’m doing.” But his words did little to convince Gwen, who had watched this play out before. “So,” he continued, changing the subject, “how was the trip? I assume you got the reassignment orders?”

      “Not exactly.” She mixed a spoonful of honey into her tea. “The trip went well, but it looks like we might be here awhile.” She tapped the spoon against the rim of the cup and set it aside.

      Logan looked up. “What do you mean by awhile?”

      Gwen took a sip. “That’s the thing. This assignment is more complicated than we first thought. According to Bridgette, we’ll be here until at least spring.”

      “Spring? But that’s almost six months.” He did the math in his head. “We’ve never been anywhere that long. Does that mean Eden is still in trouble?”

      Gwen shrugged. “All I know is Bridgette said our work here isn’t done.”

      “Well, that’s not much to go on, is it?” He chugged the last of the milk and put his glass in the sink, then wadded up the paper towel and shot it like a basketball into the trash can. “Every time,” he said, admiring his aim. “I hate to eat and run, but if I don’t leave now, I’m going to be late, and the last thing I want is to get on Mr. Howard’s bad side.” He grabbed his backpack and made for the door. “But I’ll keep a close eye on Eden,” he said, turning back. “Just in case she’s looking to finish what she started a couple of weeks ago.”

      That afternoon at lunch, Logan waited for Eden, but she never showed. He knew there was likely a reasonable explanation for her absence, but given his conversation with Gwen, he needed to be sure.

      He checked the stadium, the gym, and even the chemistry lab, but there was no sign of Eden anywhere. Then he remembered something she had told him over the weekend and decided to try one more place.

      “There you are,” he said, looking relieved that he had found her in the art room.

      The sound of his voice caused Eden to look up from a painting she was working on. “Logan, hey,” she said, surprised to see him. Her hair was up in a messy bun, and she had on glasses, which he rather admired.

      “So this is where you’ve been hiding,” he said as she crossed the floor. “Are all these yours?” he asked as he took in the artwork that covered the walls.

      “Hardly.” She stepped back from the canvas. “And I haven’t been hiding,” she was quick to say. “There’s a competition coming up in a few weeks, and I’m trying to get my submission ready.” She submerged the brush in the jar of paint thinner, cleaned it thoroughly, then wiped it on an old rag and set it aside to dry.

      “Is this the piece you’re entering into the competition?”

      “Careful,” she said as he brushed up against her palette. “This is oil paint. There isn’t enough paint thinner in the world to take it out of that white T-shirt.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” he said as he navigated to a seat to study the painting closer.

      “And to answer your earlier question, yes, this is going to be my entry. We’re only allowed one, so…”

      “I like what you’re doing with the use of lines and space,” he said, sounding as though he were well-versed in artistic matters. “You’ve got a whole Kandinsky thing going on.”

      Eden looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “You know Kandinsky?”

      “Russian turned French painter… taught at the famous Bauhaus… father of abstract art,” Logan said, as if he were reading from an encyclopedia. “Who doesn’t?” He paused, then asked, “Do you only paint abstracts?”

      “Not always.” She showed him some of her other paintings. There was a bird, a farmhouse with a pond, and several self-portraits, some in color, others in gray scale.

      “When they said you were good, they weren’t lying.”

      “They?”

      “I overheard some teachers talking about you when I was in the office the other day.”

      Eden swelled with pride. “So what brings you all the way down here? I figured Olivia would be in seventh heaven having you all to herself.”

      “She was, but when you didn’t show, I just…”

      “Aw, look at that.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think someone missed me.”

      Logan’s face reddened, which Eden took as affirmation. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he said. “I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Well, as you can see, I’m fine, but it was sweet of you to check on me.” She went to one of the round tables, sat down, and removed her glasses. “Sorry about lunch,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I didn’t realize it had gotten so late. I had every intention of being there, but I haven’t spent any time in the studio lately, and I guess I just lost track of time.”

      “No worries.” He took the seat across the table from her. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.” She glanced at the clock. “But there’s no time to eat now. I’ll have to grab something from the vending machine between classes.”

      “No need.” Logan pulled a brown bag from his backpack. “I sweet-talked Ms. Washburn into letting me have an extra burger and fries. It’s yours if you want it.”

      His good deed had caught her off guard. “You don’t happen to have a drink in there too, do you?” she asked, disguising her surprise with a joke.

      “Coke or Sprite?” He reached into his backpack and came back with one of each.

      She took the Sprite, popped the top, and took a sip. “Thank you,” she said, watching Logan as he prepared lunch for her. And it was at that moment Eden felt something inside her shift. Perhaps it was their day on the town, or the fact that Logan had transformed from a jerk into—dare she say—a gentleman. But no matter the reason, emotions she hadn’t felt in many months began to stir inside her, which frightened her a little.

      Later that afternoon, while Logan was sitting in the office waiting for a parking sticker, he overheard Mr. Howard talking to Henry Richardson, one of the English teachers.

      “He’s looking for someone to help him clean the place up,” said Mr. Richardson, his voice echoing beyond the threshold of the office. “Since Ruby died, he hasn’t been the same. Do you think someone from the football team might be interested in helping him? I’m sure he’d pay them for their time.”

      Seizing the opportunity, Logan knocked on the door. “Sorry for interrupting,” he said, peeking inside. “I couldn’t help overhear that Mr. Jenkins needs some help.”

      Mr. Howard waved him in.

      “That’s right,” said Mr. Richardson, turning to Logan. “His son Jonathan and I are old friends. He was telling me the other day that his dad was needing someone to help around the farm. A young man with a strong back who doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty is the way he put it, I believe.”

      Mr. Howard turned to Logan. “You wouldn’t know where he could find such a young man, would you, Mr. James?”

      “As a matter of fact, I might.” The timing was perfect. “I’ve been looking for work, and Mr. Jenkins’s farm is less than a mile from my house. I’m strong enough, and I sure don’t mind getting my hands dirty.” He held his breath.

      “Tom?” Henry asked, soliciting his approval.

      Mr. Howard nodded once.

      “Then it’s settled.” Mr. Richardson turned back to Logan. “I’ll give Jonathan a call this afternoon and tell him we found the right man for the job. I’m not sure how much it will pay, but Shelby Jenkins has always been a generous man. I’m sure the two of you can work something out. This is a good thing you’re doing, Logan,” he added, shaking his hand. “Not only is Mr. Jenkins one of the nicest men you’ll ever meet, but he’s also a deacon at the church, a war hero, and someone who is highly respected in Avondale. You couldn’t find a better man to work for.”

      “Yes sir. Thank you, sir,” said Logan. “I’ll swing by his place this evening and introduce myself.”

      When school was over, Logan was on his way out when he ran into Claire Farmer. She was standing at her locker near the gym, killing time before dance practice. Wearing a plaid skirt, navy sweater, and a white long-sleeved undershirt, she looked as if she belonged in a prep school.

      Ever since that day in the cafeteria when Eden told Claire she and Logan were dating, Claire had kept her distance. But that didn’t stop her from exchanging glances with Logan in the hall and at lunch when Eden wasn’t looking. Subtlety, it seemed, wasn’t her strong suit.

      “Claire,” said Logan as he approached. “Long time no see.”

      “Hey, Logan.” She put on a smile as she batted her eyes at him. “What’s up?”

      “Um, I was wondering—what’s a guy got to do to get an invitation to the Halloween party?”

      “You heard about that, did you?”

      Logan nodded.

      Claire appeared to be thinking, then said, “Do you just need the one invitation, or…?”

      It took him a second to realize what she was driving at. “Oh, you mean Eden?” He chuckled. “Yeah, about that… You know that was a joke, right? We’re not actually together.” He leaned against the locker, giving her time to process.

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Figures,” she said, looking perturbed. “Eden and I aren’t exactly BFFs, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Oh, I noticed,” he said, recalling their icy exchange at lunch a couple of weeks before.

      “So does this mean you’re available then?” She arched an eyebrow. “You know, to do stuff?”

      There was a sudden rush of adrenaline, resulting in a wave of heat that ran up the sides of Logan’s neck. Despite the rush of embarrassment, he kept his composure. “Yeah, I guess,” he said with his signature crooked smile.

      Claire smiled back. “In that case, consider yourself on the list. The invitations will go out in a few days. Look for it in the mail.” She checked her watch. “As you probably heard, we’re very selective, so don’t go broadcasting it to the entire school, got it?”

      “10-4,” he said, hearing her warning loud and clear.

      “By the way, your timing couldn’t be better.” She grabbed a piece of paper and a pen from her locker. “I’m having a little get-together at my house this Friday.” She paused, jotting down her number and address.

      “A party?”

      “More like a small gathering of friends,” she said as a hint of a smile played about her flawless lips. “You should come.” Claire folded the paper and handed it to him.

      “This Friday, huh?” He read the address.

      “Unless you have plans?”

      “No plans,” he said quickly and looked at the paper again. “Weaver Road—where’s that?”

      “Out past the drive-in.” She shut her locker door. “Just follow it until the road dead ends. I’m the last house on the left. You can’t miss it.”

      “Cool.” He stuffed the paper into the back pocket of his jeans.

      Claire glanced at her watch again. “Listen, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got practice, so I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Yeah, later,” he said, keeping his eyes glued to her until she rounded the corner.

      Later that afternoon, after grabbing a quick snack at home, Logan walked over to Shelby Jenkins’s farm to introduced himself. It was almost five o’clock when his feet touched the gravel drive. The old two-story farmhouse with the wrap-around porch was surrounded by acres of tall grass dotted with giant oaks and pines. As he approached, Logan noticed a pair of wooden rocking chairs, facing west in the direction of the setting sun.

      Mounting the porch, Logan knocked on the door and waited. A few seconds later, he heard footsteps on the hardwood.

      Answering the door was an elderly Black man dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt. “You must be Logan James,” he said warmly, pushing open the screen door.

      “Yes sir, I am. And you must be Mr. Jenkins.”

      “Yes.” They shook hands. “Please come in… and call me Shelby. I insist.”

      Logan did as he was told and stood in the foyer as Shelby shut the door behind them.

      “My son phoned this afternoon and told me you might stop by. So you think you’re up for helping out an old man?” He slapped Logan on the shoulder and winked.

      “Yes sir, I think I can handle it,” Logan replied. “By the way, what kind of work did you have in mind?”

      “Oh, you know, a little of this and that,” he said with a playful smile as he turned and started toward the kitchen. “As you can see, I’m not quite as nimble as I once was.” Logan noticed a slight limp. “So I could use some help around the farm—and in the house too, if it isn’t too much trouble.”

      “No trouble,” said Logan, taking the place in with his eyes. “I’m pretty handy, believe it or not,” he continued as he followed in Shelby’s wake. “I’ve done electrical work, plumbing, can mend fences, and I may not look it, but I can lift heavy loads.”

      “That’s quite a resume.” Shelby looked impressed. “You know, it’s difficult to find young people who want to work these days.” They crossed the black-and-white checkered floor of the kitchen to the covered porch. “Most kids sit at home with their faces glued to the TV. That kind of stuff wouldn’t have flown in my day. Why, my mama would have striped my legs, sure as I’m standing here.”

      “Yes sir, I know what you mean,” Logan replied, finding his choice of words amusing.

      Shelby stopped at the threshold to the kitchen and turned to face him. “Let me see your hands.” His expression was serious.

      Again Logan did as he was told and showed his hands to Shelby.

      He inspected them for a minute, then said, “You’re telling the truth. These are strong hands.”

      “How can you tell?” Logan looked down at his hands, finding nothing special about them.

      “See them calluses?” Shelby pointed to the areas of thick skin at the base of Logan’s fingers. “That’s the mark of a working man. Most of them kids today have smooth hands. They’d get a blister at the mere thought of work, but not you.” He paused and slapped Logan on the shoulder. “I like you, Mr. James, and I’d be delighted if you’d come work for me.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Logan proudly. “Do you want to ask me any questions, or interview me?”

      “I already did.” Shelby winked at him.

      Logan gave him a puzzled look.

      “Two things I know about you already,” he said as he eased toward the screen door. “You take direction without questioning it, and you know how to work. There’s really nothing else I need to know.” He took his time navigating the steps to the back yard.

      “Thank, you, sir. By the way, I brought my gloves if you want me to get started today,” Logan said as he joined him in the yard.

      “Tell you what,” Shelby mused, “I’ve got a small shed back that way that’s long overdue for some attention.” He gestured with his hand toward a clump of trees at the rear of the yard. “Why don’t you start back there?” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll have supper ready in about an hour. Let’s see how much you get done and if the work is suitable. If it is, we’ll sit down and discuss the details of your employment over a bite to eat. How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds like a deal,” said Logan, hardly believing his luck.

      Logan returned to his car and grabbed the pair of leather work gloves from the back seat, then went around to the back of the house to get started. Like Shelby said, beneath the shade of two hulking poplars, whose leaves had already begun to turn orange, was a dilapidated shed covered almost entirely in weeds and thick vines. Once Logan had cleared the clutter from around the doors, he pried them open. After letting the fresh air circulate through the old shed for a few minutes, Logan went inside and got to work.

      An hour passed quickly, and by the time Shelby came out to tell him supper was ready, he had only scratched the surface.

      “You work fast.” Shelby looked pleased with the progress he had made.

      “We’ll have to get a dumpster at some point,” Logan suggested, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “You’re in the country now, boy,” Shelby told him. “We don’t use dumpsters out here. Anything I don’t keep, I’ll take care of the old-fashioned way.” He reached into the pocket of his overalls and came back with a lighter.

      Logan smiled and said, “I like your way better.”

      “How about we call it a day and get something to eat? Supper’s ready in the house if you want to come in and get washed up.”

      When he had cleaned up, Logan joined Shelby at the table, and the two of them ate a dinner of roast with potatoes and carrots.

      “I’m not much of a cook,” Shelby said as he eased into his chair, “but this is a meal I’ve been making since I was younger than you are. My mama was an excellent cook, but occasionally, she’d make us boys fix supper.” He paused, letting his food cool. “You got any siblings, Mr. James?”

      Logan hesitated, thinking of his family.

      “Yes sir,” he said solemnly, “one brother, and one sister, both younger.” An image of them appeared in his head.

      “I have two brothers myself—Paul and Malcolm,” Shelby said. “I’m the oldest. Malcolm was killed on Guadalcanal, but me and Paul are still kicking.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Logan said thoughtfully.

      “Don’t be. It was a long time ago.” He checked his food, and when it was cool enough to eat, he said, “tell me if you like that pot roast. No matter how close I watch it, sometimes it gets a little dry.”

      “It certainly looks good,” said Logan. “Smells good too. And I’m starving,” he added, his stomach rumbling.

      “In that case, let’s say grace.”

      When Shelby finished praying, they ate in silence. And when Logan had eaten his fill, he leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath.

      “I think you were hustling me when you said you weren’t much of a cook,” said Logan, glancing in Shelby’s direction. “Because that was one of the best meals I’ve ever had.”

      “You’re too kind,” Shelby said, then smiled. “You ready to talk about the terms of your employment?” He wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin.

      Logan straightened in his chair. “Yes sir.”

      “I was thinking you could help me three or four days a week, if you’re able. I’m not picky about the days so long as the work gets done. That shed is only the beginning. I got an old tobacco barn a little farther back that also needs some attention, and that fence needs staining as well. I figure that should carry us to spring, then I’ll have you start in here. How’s that sound?”

      Logan nodded. “And the money?” he asked delicately.

      “I almost forgot,” Shelby said, putting a finger in the air. “That’s the most important part, isn’t it, especially for a young man?” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out an old leather wallet. After thumbing through a stack of bills, he handed Logan a twenty. “This is for the work you did this afternoon. I think twenty an hour is reasonable, don’t you?”

      Logan stared at him in disbelief. “Yes sir.” He folded the bill and put it in his pocket. “More than reasonable. Thank you.”

      “So what are you going to do with all this money you’re going to make?” Shelby asked as he stowed away the wallet. “Do you have something special you’re saving for?”

      Logan thought for a second, then said, “Not really, but I never know when something might catch my eye.”

      When the meal had concluded, Logan helped Shelby carry the dishes to the sink, after which they sat on the front porch for a while, enjoying the cool evening air.

      “It’s peaceful out here,” Logan commented after a few minutes of silence.

      “The most peaceful place I’ve ever known,” Shelby said softly as he rocked gently back and forth in his chair. “My Ruby and me used to come out here every night after dinner and sit and rock, sometimes for hours.”

      Logan’s eyes drifted to the empty chair beside Shelby as a wave of loneliness washed over him.

      “She used to call it our little slice of heaven.” He paused, reminiscing on the good old days.

      “That’s what I want,” replied Logan, turning and peering out into the darkness.

      “What, a little slice of heaven?” Shelby asked.

      “Not even that.” He shook his head. “I’d just like to have a place I could call home,” Logan mused.

      “Perhaps Avondale will be that place,” Shelby proposed. “If you stick around long enough, I think you’ll find our little town has a way of growing on you.”

      When the clock struck nine, Shelby rose from his chair and explained it was time to take his medicine. Logan thanked him again for supper and the conversation and told him he would return tomorrow to continue working on the shed.
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      REVELATIONS

      As promised, Logan showed up the next three days at four o’clock sharp, put in a couple hours’ work, then sat down to dinner with Shelby Jenkins. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. Not only was he was making good money but getting fed, and as it turned out, Mr. Jenkins was a far better cook than he let on.

      Thursday evening after dinner, Logan told Shelby he wouldn’t be around tomorrow but would return on Saturday.

      “Hot date?” Shelby guessed as he ran the dishes under warm water.

      “Hot girl, but I’m not sure if I’d call it a date,” Logan confessed as he finished clearing the table. “What time would you like me here on Saturday?”

      “Any time after noon is fine,” Shelby answered over the sound of the running water. “I’ve got to take a drive to Dahlonega to pick up some supplies, but I wake up early, so that should give me enough time to get there and back, and enough time for you to recover.” He turned his head and winked at Logan.

      “Noon it is,” Logan replied, stifling a laugh. He grabbed his work gloves from the hallway, stepped out onto the porch, and called back. “See you Saturday, Mr. Jenkins, and thanks again.”

      That night, as Logan lay in bed, he thought about how quickly things had come together for him in Avondale. In the span of a few weeks, he had saved Eden from certain death, secured a job making excellent money, and had the hottest girl in school invite him to her house. All things considered, his latest assignment was off to a promising start. But despite his fortune, something about Avondale bothered him.

      By Friday afternoon, those thoughts were the furthest thing from Logan’s mind. As the anxiety over Claire’s get-together reached a fever pitch, he wondered if all the rumors were true. According to Eden, Claire Farmer was a grade A bitch. Others described her as a Jezebel. But Logan, ever the skeptic, needed to see for himself. In his mind, he couldn’t fathom how someone as gorgeous as Claire Farmer, the girl with the accent and the million-dollar smile, was anything other than sweet as sugar.

      After telling Gwen not to wait up for him, Logan got in his car and drove to Claire’s. As he approached the drive-in and hung a right onto Weaver Road, his stomach tightened. Despite his charm and appearance, Logan wasn’t the kind who got attached to too many girls. He’d learned that lesson the hard way.

      When Claire’s house came into view, the sun was in its final descent. Bringing the car to a stop, Logan stared at the lake as hues of purple and pink reflected on the still surface of the water. The scene reminded him of one of Eden’s paintings. Shaking himself, he focused on the sprawling log cabin before him, clearly the nicest house in Avondale.

      After checking himself in the mirror, he got out and made his way up the walk. Claire was waiting for him at the door wearing a pair of low-cut jeans, boots, and a white tank beneath a plaid flannel.

      “Glad you could make it.” A smile stretched across her gorgeous face as she showed him inside. “I’ll take that.”

      He shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to Claire, then watched as she disappeared into the kitchen.

      “This is some house,” he commented from the foyer. “And the view is amazing.” He crossed the living room floor, looking through the giant picture windows to the lake below.

      “Thanks,” she said from the kitchen. “Just make yourself at home. Are you thirsty?”

      “Parched.” He eased around the living room, studying photos of Claire and what he presumed to be her family. There were pictures of them at Disney World, the beach, and one at the Grand Canyon. Clearly, they traveled a lot. “Who’s this guy standing beside you in all the pictures?” he asked, noticing he and Claire shared the same eyes.

      “That’s my brother… Adam,” she said, peeking around the corner. And when she said it, Logan thought he detected a hint of sadness in her voice.

      “I didn’t realize you had a brother. Is he older?”

      “No, same age,” she said. “We’re twins actually.”

      Logan found it odd that he had never seen Adam at school. Moving on, he surveyed the rest of the house. “So where is everyone else?” he asked, realizing that it was already after seven.

      Claire appeared then with a pair of red Solo cups and handed one to Logan. “Cheers.” She tapped her cup against his and took a drink. Logan did the same.

      “What’s in this?” he wheezed.

      “Just a little vodka,” she said as her lips curled into a smile.

      “A little?”

      “Well, maybe more than a little,” she teased, then took another drink.

      Logan put the cup down and took a deep breath, steadying himself. “Where did you say everyone else was?” He tugged uncomfortably at the collar of his shirt.

      “Yeah, about that,” she said, her eyes drifting away from him. “It’ll just be the two of us tonight. I hope that’s all right?” Before he could answer, she said, “Madison and Rob were supposed to be here, and so were Renea and Alex, but they canceled at the last minute.”

      “What about are your parents—where are they?”

      “In Atlanta,” she answered, her eyes drilling into his. “They won’t be back until tomorrow, so we have the entire place to ourselves.”

      “Oh.” He swallowed hard, thinking that if this was a trick, he’d fallen for it hook, line, and sinker.

      “Is that a problem?” Claire batted her eyes at him.

      He shook his head. “No problem.”

      “Good.” She smiled, her mood shifting. “Are you hungry? I’ve made dinner.”

      “Yeah, dinner would be good,” he said, taking advantage of the momentary reprieve.

      Claire showed him to the deck, where she had a table set for them. She brought out a salad, and pasta with grilled chicken.

      “This looks amazing,” Logan complimented as he twirled a nest of noodles at the end of his fork. “Where’d you learn how to cook like this?”

      “I picked up a few pointers from my mom,” she said, then took a bite of salad. “She’s a chef.”

      “That’s cool.” He reached for a breadstick. “I was nervous about coming here tonight,” he admitted.

      “Why? I don’t bite. Unless you’re into that.”

      His heart skipped a beat. When he’d composed himself, he said, “It’s just, with all the rumors, I didn’t know if—”

      “Rumors? What rumors?” Her voice had a hard edge.

      “Never mind,” he said, wishing he hadn’t brought it up.

      But Claire wasn’t going to let him off that easy. “You’re new, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt,” she said, looking angry. “I don’t know what you’ve heard but I’m a flirt, that’s all. Got it?”

      Logan nodded as a quiver of guilt rippled through him. He hadn’t intended to hurt her feelings. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said, trying to salvage the conversation. “I’ve ruined the evening, haven’t I?”

      She shook her head. “The truth is I know I have a reputation,” she said, her anger subsiding. “And yes, I’ve done my fair share of… things, but that doesn’t make me a slut.”

      Logan’s eyebrows shot up.

      “You’re not the only one that hears the rumors,” she told him. “And just because my parents have money and a nice house, doesn’t mean words don’t hurt me. Sometimes I think everyone forgets that.” She dropped her eyes and stared at her hands.

      Logan smiled sympathetically. “Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re a… you know… a slut.”

      Claire lifted her eyes and cracked a smile. “Thanks. You’re a good guy, Logan, and trust me, they’re not easy to find.”

      After dinner, Logan returned to the living room, thankful that he had successfully navigated the potential disaster at dinner. While he sat on the couch, Claire went into the kitchen and poured another drink, then joined him, dimming the lights on her way in. They talked for a while, but eventually, one thing led to another, and they ended up making out on the couch. But before things got out of hand, Logan found the strength to pull himself away.

      “What’s the matter?” Claire asked, a look of bewilderment on her face. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No,” Logan said, the taste of her cherry lip gloss still on his lips. He ran a hand through his hair. “The truth is, you’re doing all the right things, which is part of the problem.” He frowned. He sat on the end of the couch and said, “I just think things are moving a little fast, that’s all.” He paused and took a breath. “I don’t know how far you wanted things to go tonight, but—”

      “Oh my God.” She put a hand to her mouth. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

      “What? No,” he said defensively. “But that’s beside the point. I came here tonight hoping to get to know you better. That may sound old-fashioned, but—”

      “That’s okay, Logan. We can slow down, if that’s what you want.”

      “You’re not upset?” he asked, giving her a crooked smile.

      “Actually, I’m relieved,” she said. “Tell you what—why don’t we do something less physical, like play cards or watch TV?”

      Logan agreed.

      Claire went into the kitchen and popped some popcorn while Logan surfed the channels. When she returned, they drank sodas and ate popcorn while they watched MTV. During a commercial break, Logan turned to Claire and said, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      “Go for it.” She muted the TV.

      “What’s the story with you and Eden?” If Eden wouldn’t talk to him, perhaps Claire would. “I get the feeling the two of you have a history.”

      “Did Eden say that?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Actually, she didn’t say anything, which is why I’m asking you. I’m not trying to pry, so if it’s a sore subject or something, feel free to tell me to butt out. It’s just I’m friends with both of you, and I don’t want to be caught in the middle of something, especially if I’m unaware of what exactly I’m caught in the middle of.”

      Claire appeared to be thinking. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.” She placed her soda on the coffee table. “After all, Avondale is a small town, and you’re going to hear about it sooner or later.” She got up and took a picture from the bookshelf; it was of her and Adam at the beach. “You asked about my brother earlier,” she said, her mood somber. “You’re probably wondering why you’ve never seen him at school.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      Claire stared at the picture for a long time. “There was an incident earlier this year at the school,” she said, turning back to Logan. “Adam was… shot and killed.”

      That was the last thing Logan was expecting her to say. Her words hit him like a truck, and it took him a moment to process. “W-What happened?”

      “There was this guy, Caleb, who moved here with his family a few years ago. He was always sort of shy. Not weird or anything, just different. Anyway, it was Monday, Valentine’s Day. Shortly after first period began, I heard what I thought were firecrackers, but they were gunshots. I can’t believe you don’t know about this,” she said. “The story was all over the news. North Georgia’s version of the Valentine’s Day Massacre—that’s what they called it.”

      Logan drew a blank.

      “Anyway,” Claire went on, “Adam and Eden were dating at the time. Believe it or not, Eden and I were friends back then. In fact, I was the one who suggested she and Adam date in the first place.” She smiled a little, but it didn’t last. “But the day it happened everything changed.”

      Logan could see this was hard for her to talk about.

      “After the funeral, I was angry,” she continued as her forehead creased. “I wanted to understand why Caleb would do something so terrible to someone who was supposed to be his friend. I found out a couple of days later the reason Adam was shot was because Caleb had a crush on Eden. Apparently, he had asked her out the day before. Eden turned him down, of course, but I guess he snapped. Once I found out, I lost it.” She glanced away; her face pained. “But in my defense,” she added, her gaze returning to Logan. “I wasn’t exactly in my right mind. You have to believe me,” she begged.

      Logan took a moment to process everything she had told him. “Have you talked to Eden about this?” he asked delicately, thinking that perhaps their feud was largely due to a misunderstanding.

      Claire shook her head. “I don’t think she wants to talk to me, not after what I did.”

      Logan tipped his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “I let my anger take over,” she confessed. “Every time I saw her all I could think about was Adam and how if it weren’t for her, he would still be alive. To get back at her, I said some awful things—things I regret saying.” Claire hung her head in shame. “Look, I know it was wrong, but I was angry—at her, at my brother, at Caleb. All I wanted was to have Adam back.” She glanced at Logan with tears in her eyes.

      “I know how hard it can be to lose someone close to you,” Logan said, wiping her tears with his thumb. “But I think you should talk to Eden. She seems like a reasonable person, and it would probably make both of you feel better.”

      “You obviously don’t know Eden.” Her mood shifted suddenly; her expression clearing. “But maybe you’re right. I mean, we can’t keep this up forever. One of us has to make the first move, and after what I did, it should probably be me.”

      Satisfied there had been some progress, Logan put his arm around Claire and pulled her close to him. He now knew why Eden was prepared to end her life. Logan knew all too well the profound effect death had on someone and the irrational things it made them do.

      They stayed there on the couch for a long time, watching TV until Claire fell asleep. Somewhere between episodes three and four of The Real World: Hawaii, Logan also dozed off. He woke sometime after three with a crick in his neck, so he sat up and stretched, then found the remote and turned off the TV.

      He thought about leaving, but after seeing Claire sleeping peacefully, he moved to the recliner and stretched out. And as he lay there, he realized Claire Farmer was not the monster Eden made her out to be, nor was she the slut everyone assumed she was. Despite her happy-go-lucky facade, she was in pain, and though neither she nor Eden would admit it, they had more in common than they realized.

      When morning came, Logan woke to find himself alone in the chair. After wiping the sleep from his eyes, he sat up and glimpsed Claire in the kitchen, practicing her dance moves. He observed her in silence, watching as she moved effortlessly, gracefully, in perfect rhythm with the music.

      “You’re talented,” he said thoughtfully as he lingered in the doorway to the kitchen.

      His words startled her.

      “Logan, how long have you been standing there?” she asked, putting a hand to her heart.

      “Long enough to realize you’re an excellent dancer.” He smiled warmly.

      “Thanks,” she said, looking flushed. She made a move for the island. “I made breakfast. I hope you like French toast.”

      “I do.” He stretched his arms into the air, then let out a yawn. “Sorry about staying over,” he added as he eased to the island and sat down. “I guess I fell asleep.”

      “It’s no trouble, really,” Claire assured him. “I fell asleep before you, so I guess we’re both to blame.” She turned off the burner and brought him a plate of French toast with a side of syrup. “Mom says it’s as good as hers, so I hope you like it.”

      Logan took a bite, letting the cinnamon and warm maple syrup slide down his throat. “It’s delicious,” he answered with a smile.

      Claire smiled back.

      “Listen, about last night,” he said between bites.

      “Forget about it. Actually, I’m kind of glad we didn’t, you know…”

      “Me too.” He looked up from his plate. “But I still had a good time.”

      “So did I,” she said, smiling at him with her beautiful blue eyes.

      While Logan ate his breakfast, Claire went upstairs and put on her jogging suit, pulled her hair into a ponytail, then grabbed her gym bag and set it beside the door before returning to the kitchen. “There’s more French toast if you want,” she said, finding her keys on the counter. “Just lock up when you leave. There’s a key in the sconce above the door.”

      “Wait. Where are you going?” Logan followed her into the foyer.

      “I have dance practice. Coach Davis will kill me if I’m not there on time.” Claire grabbed her gym bag and threw the strap over her shoulder.

      “Actually, I’ve got to go too,” he said. Logan grabbed his jacket form the hall closet and walked out with her. “I promised Mr. Jenkins I’d help him this afternoon.”

      “Yeah? How’s that going, by the way?” She slid the key into the lock and gave it a turn. “I heard you were doing some work for him.”

      “Just helping clean out an old shed and stuff, but it’s good so far.”

      “That’s nice of you. Mr. Jenkins is such a nice man. He and Ruby used to help at the church when I was younger. She was my Sunday school teacher for several years. I really miss her.”

      They walked to the driveway, and Claire put her bag in the car.

      “Listen, I don’t know if you have plans next weekend.” She leaned against the car. “But there’s this concert in Atlanta on Friday night. You interested?”

      “That depends,” he said. “Who’s playing?”

      “Tracy Chapman. She’s like my favorite singer.”

      Logan wasn’t a huge fan of the blues but thought it might be fun to spend an evening away from Avondale. “Sounds like fun.”

      “Great. Then it’s a date.” She beamed. “My number’s on the paper I gave you. Why don’t you call me tomorrow and we’ll work out the details?” Claire gave Logan a quick peck on the cheek, then got in her car and drove away.

      When she was gone, Logan followed the road along the lake shore, his heart thumping wildly in his chest. Claire Farmer was more than even he bargained for, but maybe she was precisely the kind of distraction he needed to keep his mind off things.

      Reaching town, Logan turned left at the light. And as he eased down Main Street, he passed by the bank and the row of shops he had visited with Eden. The streets were mostly empty, but a few folks were out window shopping. He approached Ripley’s Grocery a minute later, where he spotted Eden’s car. At the last second, he wheeled into the lot, and went inside. Still reeling from the news Claire had shared with him the night before, he was desperate to speak with Eden.

      Inside, an easy listening station played softly over the speakers. Looking around, Logan found Eden standing at register three. At first, she didn’t notice him, and as he stood there watching her scan items as they moved down the conveyor, he finally got to see her in her element. Normally, she was guarded, but not today—today she was affable, smiling and talking to the shoppers as they came through her line. It was a side to Eden he hadn’t seen before.

      As if sensing his presence, Eden lifted her eyes and found him. Automatically, a wide smile spread across her face. “Logan, what are you doing here?” she asked as he approached.

      “I was hoping we could talk.”

      “Um, sure. Just give me a minute, okay?” She reached up and turned off her light, then locked the register and placed the key in the pocket of her apron.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” he said as she led him toward the door. “I could come back later if—”

      “Now is fine,” she said. “It’s time for my break anyway.” Once they were outside, she asked, “where have you been? Your hair’s a mess.”

      Reflexively, he ran a hand through it. “I’ve been… out.”

      “Uh-huh.” She cast a dubious glance in his direction. “And weren’t you wearing those same clothes at school yesterday?”

      He looked down at himself, then raised his eyes. “Nothing gets past you, does it? Actually, what happened was—”

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with you being at Claire’s last night, would it?” she asked as they rounded the corner of the building.

      The color drained from Logan’s face. “How did you know I was at Claire’s?”

      She laughed quietly. “You’re in a small town. I told you, everyone knows everything about everyone.”

      Logan followed her to the rear of the store, where he sat on stacks of milk crates while Eden leaned against the building, basking in the morning sun.

      “Technically, this area is for employees,” she said. “So if anyone asks, you work here, got it?”

      “Understood.”

      “So did you come by to gloat about getting some last night or did you want to talk about something else?”

      Stunned by her question, it took him a few seconds to respond. “For starters, nothing happened,” he insisted. “Well, I take that back. We kissed, but that’s it. Swear to God.” He looked down, and then glanced up at her through his long brown lashes. He’d always heard honest was the best policy.

      “I see.”

      “Actually, I wasn’t planning on kissing her at all, especially after the way she tricked me.”

      Eden stared off toward the woods and snickered, which drew Logan’s attention. “Let me guess,” she began, turning her head toward him. “She gave you the story about a small gathering of friends, but when you got there, it was only the two of you.” Her tone was mocking.

      Logan felt suddenly small. “H-How could you know that? Can you read minds?”

      “Again, small town,” she reminded him. “By the way, since you obviously don’t know, that’s Claire’s go-to move,” Eden explained. “She finds some unsuspecting guy”—she gestured to him—”and lures him to her house for a night of sinful pleasure.” Her voice was thick with sarcasm. “Half of Avondale knows about it. She’s been doing it ever since—”

      “Ever since what?” Logan asked.

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter anyway. Listen, I appreciate you stopping by, and I’m glad nothing happened between you and Claire other than sucking face, but my break’s almost over, so unless there’s anything else…” She shoved off the wall and rounded the corner.

      “I know what happened,” Logan blurted, stopping Eden in her tracks. “Claire told me about Adam, and I’m sorry. That’s the reason I stopped by, to let you know that I know.”

      His words hung in the air for a moment, then seemed to hit her all at once. Slowly, she turned to face him.

      “Did she also tell you about all the horrible things she said? About how she blamed me for what happened to him? And about how she spread rumors about me being a whore? Me, of all people.” Her disbelief showed. “I’m probably the only senior in the whole county still clinging to her virginity likes it’s some kind of goddamn prize.” Eden paused and stared at Logan as her nostrils flared.

      Logan lowered his gaze. It was clear to him that Eden’s anger had gotten the better of her. And in that moment of anger she had revealed a detail about herself that she likely didn’t intend for him or anyone else to know. Or maybe she did, and this was her way of telling him. Either way, Logan realized a piece of Eden’s soul was laid bare on that broken piece of sidewalk, and for the first time, he glimpsed the real Eden Shaw.

      “Look,” he began, his voice soft and steady, “I don’t pretend to know everything that’s happened, but I think the two of you need to talk.”

      “No.” She kept her voice even, but clearly she was still angry. “I’m sorry, Logan, but you don’t get to do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Play peacemaker.” She paused and raised her brown eyes, and he could see she was near tears, either from pain or anger or both. “I appreciate your concern,” she added, relaxing slightly. “I do. But this is none of your business.”

      “But I’m only trying to help,” he said, trying to justify his actions.

      She stared at him for a few seconds, then said, “Go home, Logan.” Then she turned and walked away.

      He stood there for another minute, unsure of what to do next. Claire was right, he didn’t know Eden as well as he thought, and certainly not well enough to predict that their conversation would have ended with her storming off. Instead of pressing the issue, Logan got in his car and went home.

      Sitting in the driveway, Logan replayed the conversation with Eden in his head. He hadn’t intended for things to end the way they had, but at least now he knew what he was up against. And if he stood any chance of keeping Eden as a friend and helping her and Claire to reconcile, he would need to deploy a new strategy.

      After showering and changing clothes, Logan went into the living room to watch TV and take his mind off things. Gwen came home an hour later and found him asleep on the couch. She let him rest awhile, then woke him to let him know lunch was ready.

      “Where were you last night?” she asked, stacking the last of the grilled cheese sandwiches on a plate in the center of the table. “I waited as long as I could, but you know I’m not a night owl.”

      “I told you not to wait up, that I was going to Claire’s.” He grabbed one of the sandwiches and took a bite.

      “And is that where you slept?”

      He nodded.

      Gwen shook her head slowly, disapprovingly.

      “Spare me the lecture,” he told her, sensing her displeasure. “I’ve had enough of those already today.” He tore the crust from the grilled cheese.

      “Just answer me this, then I’ll drop it,” she promised. “Did you have sex with her?”

      He raised his eyes. “No,” he answered firmly, surprised that she had asked such a question. “But not because she didn’t want to,” he added for spite.

      “Logan, you know I’m cool with most things,” said Gwen, watching him closely. “After all, I’m not your mother.”

      “Could have fooled me,” he muttered, then paused to take another bite of his sandwich. “Don’t worry. I kept my cool like I always do.”

      “Always?” Her eyebrows shot up.

      Logan thought about firing back but had no intentions of engaging in another argument he couldn’t win. So instead of saying something he might regret, he changed the subject. “I found out why Eden and Claire don’t like each other.”

      Gwen got up and grabbed a soda from the fridge. “And why’s that?” she asked, returning to the table.

      “As it turns out, Claire had a brother named Adam, who also happened to be Eden’s boyfriend.”

      “Had?” Gwen took a drink. “Did something happen to him?” Gwen had a knack for being perceptive, so it didn’t surprise Logan that she had already put two and two together.

      “There was a shooting at the high school earlier this year,” he said grimly. “And Adam was killed.”

      “Let me guess. That’s why Eden was going to jump that day, wasn’t it?”

      “It has to be.” Logan could find no other plausible explanation. “And as far as Claire goes, she seems to be mourning in her own way.” He paused, thinking again about the previous evening. “Instead of burying everything inside, like Eden, she’s taken the other extreme, trying to escape the pain by drowning herself in alcohol and guys and God knows what else. I don’t think she’s suicidal, at least not from what I’ve seen, but if she continues down this path, she’s going to get herself hurt.”

      “Like I told you before, Logan, be careful. This one’s different.” Gwen stepped out onto the back porch to sit in the sunlight. A minute later, Logan joined her.

      “You haven’t heard anything else from Bridgette, have you?” His eyes squinted against the midday sun.

      “Nothing yet, but she said it may take some time. We just need to be patient.” Gwen kicked up her feet and lowed the sunglasses over her eyes.

      “Patience is my middle name.” Logan attempted to introduce levity to the conversation.

      Gwen shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “Anyway, thanks for lunch, and for waking me up,” Logan said. “I’ve got to swing by Mr. Jenkins’s place this afternoon and put in a few hours of work. Maybe that’ll take my mind off things.”

      “And keep you out of trouble.”
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      TEMPTATIONS

      After working Saturday afternoon and most of Sunday, Logan woke Monday morning with his body aching all over. Rather than go to school, he popped two Tylenol and crawled back into bed.

      Around noon, he got up and went to the kitchen, where he warmed two slices of leftover pizza in the microwave. When the cheese began to bubble, he grabbed a soda, then shuffled to the living room and turned on the TV. After clicking through the channels, he landed on a missing-persons crime dramas, the kind Gwen enjoyed. He watched that for a while, but eventually he got bored and dozed off during a commercial break.

      At half past three, the sound of the mail truck outside woke Logan from a nap. When it pulled away, he ran outside and retrieved the mail. Surprised to find a letter with his name on it and no return address, Logan went inside and opened the envelope. It was an invitation to Madison’s Halloween party, just as Claire had promised. Scanning the invitation, he was relieved to find the party was on Saturday night instead of Sunday, which meant he could keep his plans to go trick-or-treating with Eden—that is if she still wanted to go. But after the blowup they’d had over the weekend, that was a big if.

      Logan returned to the couch to watch the latest episode of 48 Hours, when there was a knock at the door.

      “Eden, hey,” Logan said as he swung the door wide. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “You weren’t in school today.” Her face bore signs of worry. “So I came by to check on you.” She paused, looking him up and down. “Slumming it today, I see.”

      “I was going for comfortable,” he retorted, flashing a perfect smile. “You didn’t have to go out of your way just to check on me. You could have called.”

      “That’s funny. I distinctly remember saying the same thing to you a couple of weeks ago on my front porch.”

      “Touché.” He smiled again, and Eden smiled back. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Thanks.” She stepped into the foyer.

      Logan shut the door and moseyed toward the kitchen. Eden wasn’t far behind.

      “So what happened to you today? You don’t look sick.” She stopped in the doorway.

      “I’m not. I was just really tired, and sore.” He turned at the counter and rubbed his shoulder. “With all the work Mr. Jenkins has had me doing, I think I overdid it, so I thought a day’s rest would get me back on track.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. “Besides, Mrs. Hopson put off our history test until tomorrow, so…”

      “It must be nice to take a day off whenever you want.” Her voice was thick with envy.

      “It’s not something I do often, but Gwen is usually cool about it so long as I make up the work.” He found himself staring at Eden, who had her hair pulled back, revealing a pair of golden hoop earrings.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

      Logan shook himself mentally. “Um, yeah, I had some leftover pizza a couple of hours ago.” He glanced at the empty plate that lay in the sink.

      “Gross,” she said, screwing up her face. “Here, I brought you this.” She took a step forward, slipped the bag from her shoulders, and took out an orange plastic bowl with a lid labeled Soup. “We had homemade chicken soup last night. Believe it or not, it works on more than just colds.”

      Logan took the offering and smiled warmly. “Thank you. I’ll heat it up right away.” He turned and went directly to the microwave. “I should probably tell you it’s just the two of us in the house. Gwen is out right now. I hope that’s not a problem.” He started the microwave, then turned back to Eden, gauging her reaction.

      “No problem,” she said casually, rocking back on her heels. If Mom could see me now, she thought as she pulled out a chair from the table and sat down. “I see this place hasn’t changed,” she said, letting her eyes wander.

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “Once, when I was eleven. The lady that used to live here—Donna Bailey—she and my mom were old friends from high school. But she moved away a few years ago, to Tallahassee, I think.”

      “I’ve always wanted to live in Florida.”

      “I’ve been there on vacation,” Eden said. “It’s a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there. Too much humidity for my frizzy hair. I’d end up looking like the Bride of Frankenstein or something.”

      Logan laughed. “I’m glad you stopped by,” he said.

      “You are?” By the look on her face, she was shocked.

      “I wanted to make sure we were still on for this weekend.”

      Eden gave him a deer-in-the-headlights look.

      “You know, for trick-or-treating? Tell me you didn’t forget. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

      “Oh, you were serious about that?”

      “I never joke when it comes to candy.” The microwave buzzer sounded.

      She cracked a smile. “Then yeah, I guess. Maybe it won’t be totally lame.”

      “I was hoping for a little more enthusiasm,” he said, getting his soup from the microwave. It was steaming hot, so he added a handful of crackers and joined her at the table.

      “You’ll want to let that cool a minute,” she warned, watching the steam rise from the bowl. “I wouldn’t want you to burn that forked tongue of yours.”

      “You’re especially witty today,” he noted, smiling with his eyes. He lifted a spoonful of soup to his lips. “Hot!” he yelled as the scalding liquid touched his tongue. Jumping to his feet, Logan went to the fridge and took a big gulp of sweet tea. “Ah, that’s better,” he said. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Can I get you something to drink? Eden declined, and Logan returned to his seat. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you missed me at school today.” He looked her in the face, hoping she would say yes.

      “You wish,” she replied, then glanced away.

      Logan smiled then went back to eating his soup. A minute later, he asked, “Am I wrong to assume that since you stopped by, we’re cool… after what happened Saturday, I mean?” He was serious now.

      “Yeah, we’re cool,” she said, then redirected the conversation. “I’m surprised you still want to go. From what I hear, things between you and Claire are pretty hot and heavy.”

      Logan detected a hint of jealousy. “Well, you hear wrong,” he said as he added more crackers. “Claire and I haven’t even gone out yet.”

      “What do you call last Friday?”

      “Technically we were in, not out,” he said, finding a loophole. “And the good news is the party is on Saturday instead of Sunday, so you have me for the entire day, if you want me.”

      Eden looked flushed. “Wait. You got an invitation?”

      He nodded, swallowing. “It came in the mail this afternoon.” Logan got up and went into the living room, then returned and handed Eden the invitation.

      “Madison Stearns cordially invites you to a night of tricks and treats,” she said, reading aloud. “Well, better you than me.” She returned the invitation to Logan. “But I’m sure you’ll love it. Knowing Claire, she’ll be dressed as a slutty nurse, or slutty cheerleader, or slutty… something.”

      Logan thought about making a joke but decided against it. “Maybe she’ll surprise you,” he said, but as soon as the words left his mouth, he realized how ridiculous they sounded. But the thought of Claire in something revealing wasn’t all bad, and there was a part of him that was hoping she’d opt for the cheerleader outfit.

      “People like Claire aren’t capable of surprising me,” Eden said. “It’s not in their DNA.” Eden went to the fridge and grabbed a Sprite. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Knock yourself out,” he said. “Did I tell you I started working for Mr. Jenkins?” Logan asked, steering the conversation in a safer direction.

      “I did hear something about that.” Eden took a drink. “How’s that going?”

      “Really well, actually. Not only does he pay well, but he feeds me too. I think it’s mostly because he’s lonely. He told me his wife died last year. I think her name was Ruby. Did you know her?”

      “Ruby’s the one who got me interested in art,” she said.

      Logan detected a hint of sadness in her voice.

      “In fact, she was the one who bought my first set of paints,” Eden continued. She gave a wistful smile. “Mr. Jenkins is great too,” she said as her expression brightened. “Did you know he’s a war hero?”

      Logan nodded. “Mr. Richardson mentioned that. Which war, do you know?”

      “I think he fought in three, actually—World War II, the Korean War, and Vietnam. I’m surprised you haven’t seen any of his medals. He used to keep them lying around the house. From what I hear, he was a real bad-ass.”

      Logan laughed, then let his eyes settle on Eden. “It’s funny, isn’t it—no matter how well we think we know someone, there are always little pieces of themselves they keep hidden.”

      “People are complicated,” said Eden, appearing to struggle with something. “I don’t think if you lived with someone for a hundred years you would know everything there is to know about them.”

      Logan thought about that for a minute. “I suppose you’re right,” he said, then gave a wistful smile. “So, Eden Shaw, what deep dark secrets are you hiding behind those brown eyes of yours?”

      Eden’s expression fell. But before she was forced to answer, Logan laughed it off.

      “Kidding,” he said, then went to the sink to wash out his bowl. When he had cleaned and dried it, he handed it back to Eden. “Thanks again for the soup and for stopping by to check on me. And tell your mom thanks too.”

      “Oh, she didn’t make the soup. I did, and you’re welcome.” Eden glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to get to work.” She grabbed her bag and eased toward the door. “So I’ll see you at school tomorrow?”

      Logan nodded, then followed Eden out and stood on the porch until she was gone. To his surprise, not only was she not mad at him for what had happened at the store, she felt bad enough about it to make him homemade soup. And that made him wonder.

      Logan returned to school on Tuesday, and the rest of the week proceeded as normal.

      Friday evening, Logan picked up Claire at five thirty, and after introducing himself to Terry and Rachel, he got on the highway and headed south.

      “So I told Eden what you and I talked about last weekend,” Logan revealed as he changed lanes.

      “I’m sure that went over like a lead balloon,” Claire said.

      “It certainly didn’t go as I had planned.” Logan kept his eyes on the road. “But at least she knows. At this point, I’m not going to force the subject, but I think eventually she’ll come around.”

      “You’ve got more faith than me,” she said as she watched the cars whiz by.

      By the time they got to the arena, parked, and made their way inside, the concert had just begun. To Logan’s surprise, he enjoyed the show more than he expected. He also enjoyed Claire’s company. Not only was she drop-dead gorgeous, but she was funny and spontaneous and always had something clever to say.

      When the concert was over, they left the city, stopping on their way home for a bite to eat at a Waffle House in Blairsville.

      “I had an awesome time tonight,” Claire said as they slid into a red vinyl booth.

      “Me too.” Logan hailed a waitress. So are you looking forward to the party?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and arched an eyebrow. “And I have a little surprise for you,” she whispered.

      Logan’s mind raced. “What kind of surprise?” he asked, thinking about the cheerleader outfit Eden mentioned earlier in the week.

      “You’ll have to wait and see,” she said as she leaned against the vinyl seat. “But let’s just say you won’t be disappointed.”

      Logan felt his blood pressure rise as he imagined her in a short skirt. Thankfully, before his mind got away from him, the waitress appeared and took their order, derailing his train of thought.

      “It’s been years since I’ve eaten here.” Claire’s gaze drifted around the room. “We used to stop here on our way back from Atlanta. Dad would always get the hash brown casserole.” The smile on her face faded into a frown. “But that was before the divorce.”

      “How long ago was that?” Logan asked as he played with the dial on his watch.

      Claire tilted her head, trying to remember. “Two—no—three years ago. Life sure was different then.”

      But before the mood became somber, their food arrived.

      “So what’s it like to have a stepdad?” Logan asked, separating the onions from his potatoes.

      Claire shrugged. “Terry’s a good guy, and he loves my mom. Honestly, I’m just glad she found someone who treats her right.”

      “What about your dad—do you ever see him?”

      “Twice a month,” she said between bites of the ham-and-cheese omelet. “He moved to Alpharetta after the divorce, which isn’t too far away, but I wish he was closer.”

      “That must be hard,” Logan said, having first-hand knowledge of life without parents.

      “It is but mom’s cool, and she lets me do whatever I want, so…”

      That explains it, Logan thought—the divorce, a mother who let her get away with murder, and the loss of her brother—a perfect recipe for disaster.

      When they finished eating, Logan drove the rest of the way home. Claire had fallen asleep to the CD he bought her at the concert, so as he pulled into the drive, Logan shook her gently, letting her know they were home.

      “Thanks for tonight,” she said sleepily, then yawned. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Good night, Claire, and sleep tight,” he told her, then watched from his car until she was safely inside.

      The next day, Logan was up early. Even though he’d stayed out late the night before, he was anxious about the party. After breakfast, he drove into town and searched for a costume. Unfortunately, everything had been picked through, so all that remained was a pumpkin, a police officer, and a pirate outfit. He hoped Eden hadn’t waited until the last minute to get their costumes. After purchasing the cop outfit, he went home to get ready.

      By the time he arrived at Madison’s place, the sun had set, and the yard was full of cars and trucks.

      He followed the noise to the backyard, where everyone was gathered around a bonfire. Spotting some friends from school, he went over and said hello, then slowly made his way to a table where a couple of guys were mixing a batch of punch.

      After getting a drink, he scanned the crowd and found Claire talking to the DJ. He didn’t recognize her at first. She wore a black spandex jumpsuit that fit her like a glove, with a matching mask and cat ears.

      “Nice tail,” he whispered in her ear as he snuck up from behind.

      “Well, hey there, Officer Goodbody,” she said, giving him the once-over. “Look at you.” She leaned in and kissed him. “You didn’t happen to get handcuffs with this outfit, did you?” she whispered against his lips.

      Damn, he thought, feeling his blood pressure rise. “No, but I wish I had,” he told her. “Speaking of costumes…” He stepped back to have a look.

      “Surprise,” she said, spinning slowly for him. “Do you like it?”

      It wasn’t the cheerleader outfit, but it was still sexy. “It’s purr-fect,” he said.

      Claire laughed at his bad joke. “Come on,” she said, taking him by the hand. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”

      After making the rounds, Logan’s head was spinning. Out of breath and punch, he went to get a refill.

      “Let me get you something stronger,” Claire said. She went to the bar and grabbed two cups, then brought one back to Logan. “No questions, just drink.”

      He lifted the cup to his lips and took a sip. “That’s good.”

      “Told you.”

      After a couple of drinks, Claire took him by the hand and led him out into the yard where they could dance. Logan was nowhere near the dancer Claire was, but he had enough rhythm not to embarrass himself.

      When there was a break in the music, they broke from the group and Claire showed him a path that led through the woods to a quiet spot by the river. Logan knew where this was headed. But between the buzz and the way Claire looked in her costume, he wondered if he had the willpower to fight her off.

      While Logan familiarized himself with his surroundings, Claire picked up a few pebbles from the bank and tossed them into the water.

      “Are you having fun tonight?” she asked as her eyes drifted to Logan.

      Nodding, he answered. “Yes. Are you?”

      “I always have a good time when I’m with you,” she said, then kissed him.

      “How much have you had to drink tonight?” he asked, noticing her eyes were glazed over.

      “I don’t know, three, four, ten.” She let out a giggle. “Kiss me again,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck.

      When the kiss ended, he took her by the hand and led her to a fallen tree where they sat and stared out at the water.

      “You know, I don’t get you,” Claire said. “I wear something sexy, say all the right things, practically throw myself at you, and you still want nothing to do with me. What gives?”

      “Look, Claire,” he began, twisting uncomfortably. “I’ve lived in a lot of places, and seen my fair share of girls, but I can honestly say you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met.”

      “That’s better,” she said as her smile made a comeback. “But?”

      “But that doesn’t mean we have to hook up,” he said, sensing that was her plan. “I mean, I hardly know you.”

      “That’s not true. We’ve already gone out three times.”

      She said it as if they had been dating for months.

      “Even so, things are moving a little fast for me.”

      His words seemed to confuse her. “So you don’t want to be with me?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Logan said, shaking his head.

      “Then I’m confused. Either we’re a couple or we’re not. And if we are, isn’t hooking up what couples do?”

      Logan was in no mood to debate whether they were a couple or not, so he steered clear of that land mine. “The ones that love each other, I suppose. But we’re not in love—at least I’m not.” He paused, letting that sink in. “For what it’s worth, I do like you, and I enjoy spending time with you, but—and I can’t believe I’m going to say this—if the only reason you’re interested in me is for sex, then I don’t think I’m the right guy for you.”

      Claire took off the mask and sat silently for a moment. “You must think I’m a terrible person, don’t you?” she said glumly as she stared out at the water.

      Logan shook his head. “I don’t think you’re a terrible person at all,” he said truthfully. “But based on the things you’ve told me, between the divorce and the death of your brother, you’ve had a lot on your plate lately. There’s a void in your life that you’re trying to fill, and from my perspective, it seems like you’re trying to fill it with all the wrong things.” He paused, giving her time to process. “It’s not unusual, by the way,” he added a moment later.

      “It isn’t?” She turned and looked at him.

      “No. In fact, it’s natural to act out when we’ve gone through something tragic like a divorce, or the death of a loved one.”

      Claire flashed a crooked smile. “How’d you get to be so smart anyway?”

      Logan laughed a little and said, “Trust me, I’m not that smart. But I do know a thing or two about tragedy.” He dropped the smile as he looked away.

      “You’ve lost someone close to you, haven’t you?”

      Claire was more perceptive than he thought.

      He answered after a moment, seriously. “Yes, I have.”

      “Will you tell me about it?” She scooted closer and looped her arm around his, then held his hand.

      Logan took a breath to steady his nerves. He didn’t like talking about his family. “It happened a long time ago, when I was younger,” he said, easing his way into the story. “I won’t bore you with the details, but there was a fire and I lost them, all of them.”

      Claire’s face was white as a sheet. “I-I can’t imagine…”

      “It’s not unlike your situation,” he said, knowing the pain she felt in the wake of her brother’s death. “For a long time, I was angry—at the world, at God, at myself for not saving them,” he went on, trying to hold it together. “It took me a long time to come to grips with the fact that I had survived, and they hadn’t.”

      “How did you get over something like that?”

      “I still haven’t,” he admitted. “The more time that goes by, the less it hurts, but the pain never completely goes away.”

      “That’s the way I feel about Adam,” she told him as she let go of his hand. She turned and stared at the water again. “I don’t think anyone understands how much his death has affected me. Not just on the outside, but in here.” She raised a hand to her chest. “I keep thinking things will get better, like I’ll wake up one day and everything will be all right. But that day never comes.” She reached up and wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m sorry,” she said after a pause.

      “For what?”

      “For trying to get you to do things you didn’t want to do. I just wanted you to like me.”

      “But I do like you—this you—not the person who thinks they have to put on a show for everyone.” He put his arm around Claire and guided her to his shoulder.

      They sat for a long time and stared at the water, neither of them saying a word.

      “When you said you weren’t like other guys, you weren’t joking, were you?” she asked as he held her in his arms.

      If you only knew.
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      TRICK OR TREAT

      On Sunday, Eden worked the morning shift at the grocery store while her parents attended church. On her way home, she swung by Logan’s place and dropped off his costume, then spent an hour helping her mom make chili.

      After dinner, she spoke to Olivia on the phone while she cleaned her room. They talked about school and clothes, and inevitably, the conversation turned to Logan.

      “Someday, when you and Logan are living in the city with two kids and a dog, I want the record to show that it was all because of me,” she told Eden.

      “You’re out of your mind,” Eden said, falling back on the bed, daydreaming about the possibilities. “We’re just friends, that’s all.”

      “Seriously? Are you telling me you don’t find him attractive?”

      Eden couldn’t deny it. “I mean, maybe, a little,” she said, failing in her attempt to sound nonchalant.

      “I think more than just a little,” Olivia replied. “That boy is gorgeous.”

      “Olivia!” Eden sat up in bed.

      “What? He’s tall, athletic, witty, has great hair, and don’t get me started on his eyes. I could sit and stare at those eyes for hours.”

      Eden couldn’t believe her ears. She had never heard Olivia talk about a guy like this before.

      “If you’re so in love with him, why don’t you ask him out?” Eden suggested.

      “Please. He’d never say yes to me. You, on the other hand…”

      “Okay, now I know you’re crazy.” Eden fought a smile.

      “Am I?”

      Eden didn’t respond right away. She was too busy thinking. What if Olivia was right? What if Logan really did like her? Then what? Dating Logan certainly wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever had. He was all the things Olivia said—and those eyes. God, those all-consuming eyes. But before she allowed her thoughts to steer her off course, she shook herself mentally.

      “But Logan and I are friends,” she reiterated. “And I wouldn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “True, but if there’s a chance it could be something more, act fast. Guys like Logan don’t come around very often, certainly not in a place like this, and it’s only a matter of time before some other girl catches his eye.”

      “Unfortunately, it may already be too late,” Eden murmured.

      “If you’re talking about Claire, you’re wrong,” Olivia said. “I heard she and Logan broke up. Though now that I think about it, I’m not sure they were ever technically together.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Eden tried to hide her enthusiasm. She moved to the window and watched as Mrs. Tanner stepped out onto the porch with a bowl of candy.

      “Like I told you, nothing happens around here without me knowing about it.”

      Eden was thinking again. What if Olivia was right and Logan ended up with Madison or, worse, Renea? She’d be kicking herself for the rest of her life. But if Claire wasn’t good enough for him, what chance did she have?

      After she hung up with Olivia, Eden stayed in her room, weighing the odds of her and Logan dating. For an hour, she was convinced it was a virtual impossibility. After all, he was damn near perfect, and despite the girl-next-door vibe she had going for her, she wasn’t in the same league as Claire or Madison. But after careful consideration, the tide began to turn in Eden’s favor, mostly because she had something that neither Claire nor Madison nor anyone else at Avondale High School had—talent. Not only that, but Logan seemed to enjoy her company on their tour of Avondale. But dating, of course, was more than just lunches and trips to Davenport Mountain. There was a physical component, which no amount of talent or useless facts could overcome. Before she could reach a definitive answer, the doorbell rang.

      Damn, she thought, wondering how the time had gotten away from her.

      She glanced at herself in the mirror, tossed her hair to one side, then bounded down the stairs in her stocking feet. She opened the door to find Logan dressed in a Roman legionnaire’s costume, complete with a tunic, sandals, and a bronze helmet.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      Eden had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. “You really are crazy, you know that? Get in here before someone sees you,” she said, pulling him inside.

      “Where’s your costume?” he asked, noticing she was still in jeans and a sweater.

      “Yeah, about that…”

      “You’re not bailing on me, are you? Not after I spent an hour getting into this thing.”

      “But what if someone from school sees us?” she asked as apprehension fluttered through her. “We’ll never live it down.”

      “Funny you should say that, because on my way over I ran into Seth Goodman and Patty Watson. They’re dressed up as Bonnie and Clyde. And the Monroe twins are going as salt and pepper shakers.”

      “Sammie and Sara?”

      Logan nodded.

      “Oh.” Eden felt marginally better. “In that case, give me a few minutes, okay? My costume is upstairs.”

      “Take your time,” he told her, taking off his helmet.

      While Eden went to get ready, Logan eased into the living room and said hello to Steve.

      “Tell me something,” Steve asked him. “How did you get her to agree to put on a costume? That girl hasn’t been trick-or-treating since she was thirteen.”

      “What can I say? I can be persuasive when I need to be.”

      “Well, however you did it, thank you.” He dropped the smile. “She’s had a rough time lately. I don’t know if she told you, but she had a close friend pass away earlier this year, and—”

      “I know. That’s why I think it’s so important to have nights like this where we can forget our troubles, even if it’s only for a couple of hours.”

      Eden appeared in the foyer a minute later, dressed in a white satin gown trimmed in aqua and gold. On her feet were golden sandals, and around her eyes was thick eyeliner that made her appear five years older.

      “Well, say something,” she said, looking expectantly to Logan.

      But by the look on his face she had stolen his breath, and perhaps his heart, so it took him a moment to recover. Once he had gathered himself, he took a step, and knelt before her. “My queen,” he said, looking up at her.

      She blushed, then told him to stand, so he took her hand and kissed it.

      “Too much?” she whispered.

      He shook his head and smiled. “You look incredible,” he said, gazing into her eyes.

      Kiss me, she thought, right here, right now, feeling breathless under his gaze. But somehow she summoned the strength to resist the impulse, thanking him instead. “Dad, you like?” she asked, turning to him.

      “You look lovely.”

      In the opening to the kitchen stood Mary with tears in her eyes. For the first time in what seemed like forever, there was a glimmer of hope that her daughter was finally emerging from the darkness that had for so long consumed her.

      Before things got awkward, Eden said, “Well, we’d better get going,” then made a move for the door.

      “Have fun and be safe,” Mary said as they stepped out into the night.

      When they were gone, Mary shut the door, then turned to Steve. “There might be something there after all.”

      “I think you might be right,” Steve replied, thinking that he had only seen Eden light up like that around one other person.

      After visiting the first dozen houses, Eden and Logan had amassed a small fortune of candy.

      “You want these?” Eden picked the Three Musketeers bars out of the pile. “I’m not a fan.”

      “Sure, I’ll take them. See anything of mine you want?”

      That was a loaded question, but she was determined not to get distracted. She peered into the pillowcase and grabbed a Twix, KitKat, and a pack of Smarties. “Now we’re even,” she said, satisfied.

      They walked to the end of the street, crossed, and started up the other side.

      “So does Claire know you’re here tonight? I mean with me?” Eden asked carefully. Not that she doubted Olivia, but she needed to hear it from Logan.

      An edge entered his voice. “Why does it matter?”

      “No reason. I just figured she might not like her new boyfriend out with another girl, that’s all.”

      Logan kept his eyes straight ahead. “You don’t have to worry about Claire. She’s cool. Besides,” he added after a brief pause, “I’m not her boyfriend. We’re just friends.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Eden replied automatically as she continued up the sidewalk.

      “If you must know,” Logan said, sounding more amused than irritated, “Claire and I agreed to take a little break.”

      Olivia was right.

      Eden fought a smile, thinking that perhaps she stood a chance with Logan after all. “Why?” she asked casually.

      “Truthfully, things were moving a little fast for my taste,” he said. “But more importantly, Claire needs time to work on some… issues,” he said carefully, then looked at Eden.

      You can say that again. “I’m glad,” she said, mainly for Logan’s benefit. “She wasn’t always like this, you know. Before Adam died, Claire was normal, if there is such a thing. Her entire life revolved around youth retreats, and dance competitions. But I guess we were both different back then,” Eden confessed, looking ahead.

      “Grief affects us all differently,” Logan said as they approached the next house. “That’s the same thing I told her last night at the party, by the way, after I turned her down for the second time.” His lips twitched as he glanced in Eden’s direction.

      “You did not!” she said, wondering why he had revealed that detail to her. I’m not in the friend-zone, am I? “God, I wish I could have been there to see the look on her face. She must have been pissed.”

      “Oh, she was at first,” he said, holding onto the smile. “But once I explained myself, she calmed down. If word gets out, I’m sure I’ll catch hell over it, but I don’t care. I know a lot of guys that would take advantage of someone like Claire, but not me.”

      “You surprise me,” said Eden, thinking how different this version of Logan was compared to the one she met on the bleachers.

      “Really? How’s that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just that first day, I’ll be honest, I thought you were the most arrogant person I’d ever met. The way you conned Mr. Howard into thinking you had car trouble and that I had stopped by to rescue you. And then that Good Samaritan line. What a load of crap.”

      He held back a laugh. “And now?” He came to a stop in front of Eden’s neighbor’s house.

      “Now, you’re different,” she said, still puzzled by him. “The arrogance is there, but it isn’t who you are.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that.” He looked relieved. “I realize that sometimes I come on a little strong, especially in the beginning. Gwen says it’s my defense mechanism. I don’t know if I believe that, but I recognize it can rub some people the wrong way. But this is the real me, promise.”

      “Well, for what it’s worth, I like the real you better.” Eden turned and eased toward the porch. “Promise me something.” She rang the doorbell.

      “Anything.”

      “When it’s just you and me, let’s be ourselves, okay?” She looked him dead in the eye. “You can act however you want around everyone else, but with me just be honest.”

      “I can do that,” he said. “So long as you’re honest with me.”

      After making a pit stop at Eden’s place, they were back at it again a few minutes later. When they made it to the end of the road, they stopped and took inventory.

      “Do you want to keep going, or are you ready to call it a night?” Eden asked, realizing she had enough candy to last her all winter.

      “Maybe just one more? I was hoping to pay Mr. Jenkins a visit.” He turned his eyes down the road. “Do you think he’ll still be up?”

      Eden looked at her watch. “It’s only nine, and I’ve never known him to not hand out candy. Besides, he doesn’t typically get many kids, so he’ll probably be glad we stopped by.”

      It took them ten minutes to reach Shelby Jenkins’s driveway. Since he didn’t have any neighbors, he rarely had trick-or-treaters, but Eden remembered how excited he and Ruby had been when her mom took her by to see them when she was a little girl.

      As they turned up the drive, they noticed the porch light was on, which meant he hadn’t yet gone to bed. Logan reached the door first and knocked. A few seconds later, Mr. Jenkins appeared with a bowl of candy and said, “Happy Halloween.”

      “Hey, Mr. Jenkins,” Logan said, removing his helmet. “It’s me.”

      “Logan?”

      “Yes sir. Happy Halloween.”

      “And who have you got with you?” He dropped a handful of candy into Logan’s bag.

      “Hi, Mr. Jenkins,” said Eden, offering a sweet smile.

      “Well, I’ll be. If it isn’t Miss Eden. My, how you’ve grown. You still doing the drawing and painting?”

      “Yes sir. Still at it.”

      “That’s good. Ruby always talked about how talented you were.” He paused, looking them over. “The two of you make a wonderful Mark Antony and Cleopatra. Let me guess,” he said, turning to Eden, “your idea?”

      “Yes sir,” she said, grinning.

      “Have you had many kids out this way?” Logan asked as he picked out a Milky Way and Mounds.

      “A few,” Shelby said, looking content. “But you two get my vote for the best dressed.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Logan.

      When Logan wasn’t paying attention, Eden caught herself staring at him, thinking how handsome he looked in his costume. The more time she spent about him, the more she was convinced that perhaps there was something between them—something more than friendship.

      They hung around for another minute, then Logan and Eden thanked Shelby for the candy and backed off the porch as they headed for home.

      “I’m surprised you and Olivia aren’t hanging out tonight,” Logan mentioned as he raised his eyes to the half-moon.

      “She had to babysit her little brother again.”

      “She’s a nice girl, isn’t she?” He glanced in her direction.

      “Olivia’s the best,” Eden remarked. “Honestly, if I hadn’t had her around this year, I don’t know what I would have done.”

      “I think we all need someone like that in our lives,” said Logan thoughtfully as he plodded along.

      “I agree. So who’s your Olivia?” Eden asked. Let it be anyone but Claire.

      “Gwen, I suppose,” he mused aloud. “She’s the closest thing to a friend I’ve got.”

      She stopped and looked at him. “Um, hello,” she said with incredulity. “What about me?”

      Logan stopped and stared at her, the moonlight twinkling in his eyes. “You mean it?”

      “Yes, and I hope you feel the same.” Though now she wondered.

      “Yes, of course I do.” Logan walked on a few steps, then said, “I’m sorry. I just meant Gwen and I have been together for a long time, and she’s helped me through some tough times, that’s all.”

      “I understand,” said Eden, realizing how much of Logan’s life was still a mystery to her.

      When they got back to Eden’s place, the streets were empty.

      Reaching the porch, she asked if he wanted to come in. “We could, in your words, eat chocolate until we pass out,” she offered. Part of her hoped he would say yes, though she had no way of knowing where that might lead. But there was another part of her that was okay ending things right here. After all, the night had gone better than she could have dreamed, and she didn’t want to say or do anything to ruin it.

      Logan put one foot on the step then hesitated. “You know what,” he said, his demeanor shifting, “I should probably go.” He checked the time. “It’s late, and we have school tomorrow, and… perhaps another time. But thanks for doing this,” he added. “I really had a good time tonight.”

      “Me too, and thanks for talking me into it. I would have never done something like this on my own.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” he said with a smile as he backed down the sidewalk.

      “Hey, Logan?” Eden asked as he turned to leave.

      “Yeah?”

      “When I’m not working, I take a walk every night around six.” She turned her eyes up the road. “Usually, I just go to the bridge and back. It’s nothing fancy like a concert in Atlanta or anything, but you’re more than welcome to join me.” There, she’d said it. Even if he turned her down cold, she would have no regrets.

      “A walk in the evening sounds nice,” he said automatically. “Maybe we could meet at the stop sign and go from there?”

      “Okay.” Her heart fluttered. “Well, good night, Logan.”

      “Night, Eden,” he replied, waving as he turned for home.

      Eden watched him until he fell from sight. It had been the perfect end to the perfect day—well, almost. Something she had said or done had caused him to cut the night short. But as she racked her brain, searching for even the tiniest clue, she came up with nothing. Nevertheless, Olivia was right, again. She did like Logan, more than she was willing to admit, and she got the impression he liked her right back.
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      HEART TO HEART

      Despite the awkward moment on the porch, after spending Halloween together, Logan and Eden became as much a part of each other’s daily routine as eating and sleeping. Neither of them talked about the way the night had ended, choosing instead to focus on the fun they’d had leading up to that point. Perhaps Eden had read too much into it or Logan had gotten nervous. Either way, Eden was satisfied with the progression of things. Slow and steady.

      A few days later, between fourth and fifth periods, Logan went to his locker to grab his history book. When he opened the door, a note fell out and landed at his feet.

      
        
        MEET ME AT THE WATER TOWER TONIGHT AT SIX-THIRTY. DON’T BE LATE.

        -Eden

      

      

      

      That evening, Logan arrived a few minutes before six, and to his surprise, Eden had beaten him there.

      “You’re early,” she shouted from above.

      Logan looked up and found her with his eyes. “You’re earlier.”

      “There’s a ladder on the other side.” She pointed to a series of rusty rungs that stretched from the ground to the platform.

      Logan took his time climbing to the top. “Now might not be the best time to bring this up,” he said as he worked his way onto the platform, “but I’m terrified of heights.”

      “This coming from the person who stepped out on a ledge with me and threatened to jump?” she said, amused by this revelation.

      He nodded. “That was different.”

      “How?” she asked, feeling only marginally guilty for reveling in his misery.

      “Because that was all about probability.” He paused and scooted closer to the edge, dropping his feet over the side. “I knew there was no way you were going to jump and take me with you,” he added, venturing a look at the rocks below.

      “How could you have known that?”

      “Because you might be a lot of things, Eden Shaw, but a murderer isn’t one of them.” He paused and turned to her, forcing a nervous smile. “Do you come up here a lot?”

      “Only when I need to get away from everything… and everyone,” she admitted. “It’s hard to get a moment to yourself in this town. I’m sure you’re starting to realize that.”

      He nodded, lifting his gaze to the horizon. “Look, you can see the bank from here,” he said, finding it hidden among the trees. “And there’s the square,” he pointed out, scanning from right to left. “What a view.”

      “Did any of the other places you’ve lived have a view?”

      “Not like this.”

      “So how many places have you lived?” she inquired, eager to find out what lay beneath his carefully constructed facade.

      “Too many.” He answered, dodging the question.

      She changed tactics. “Here’s an easy one. What’s the last small town you lived in and for how long?”

      “Someone’s inquisitive today.” He grinned as the color returned to his face.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being interested.” She looked at him and qualified, “As your friend.”

      “Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “The last small town I lived in was Canton, North Carolina. Given your geographic prowess, I assume you’ve heard of it?”

      She nodded. “It’s on the Tennessee-North Carolina border, isn’t it?” She recalled seeing the sign once while traveling to the Outer Banks.

      He smiled. “That must have been three or four years ago. It was smaller than Avondale, if you can believe it. But I was only there for a couple of months.”

      “What about before that?”

      “Rising Sun, Indiana. Do you know that one as well?”

      “Near Cincinnati.” She was like a human GPS.

      “I was there for three weeks in the dead of winter.”

      “And which do you prefer, the city or the country?” She rattled off another question.

      “That’s easy,” he said. “I’m a country boy at heart. I’ve always loved wide-open spaces—lakes, mountains—places where you feel like you can breathe. You don’t get any of that in the city.”

      “But there must be some appeal to it, right?” she asked, swinging her feet. “I mean, millions of people live in cities, and they can’t all be miserable, can they?”

      “I suppose you’re right.” He turned his gaze skyward as a layer of wispy clouds drifted overhead. “The city isn’t all bad. But I prefer a quieter life.”

      “Sometimes I think things here are too quiet,” she said glumly, following a pair of blue jays as they chased one another across the evening sky. “I need more excitement than a place like Avondale has to offer. I don’t know if I’d love the city, but I’d at least like to see it someday and judge for myself.”

      “But you’ve been to the city, haven’t you?”

      She nodded. “Dad took me to watch the Braves play a few times when I was younger. We used to sit really high up, and he’d buy us hot dogs and Cokes and those foam fingers…” A smile came to her face, but it didn’t last.

      “Getting older is hard, isn’t it?”

      “It’s just… when you’re young, you don’t realize how good you have it. Then one day you wake up and think everyone around you has changed, only they haven’t, and you realize it’s you that’s changed. I suppose when I became a teenager, that’s when things started to go downhill for me. That’s when life got complicated.” She took a breath. “I was always a little awkward. Mom says that’s the artist in me… always watching from a distance, processing, not knowing how to let loose and have fun.”

      “I think you know how to have fun,” Logan said. “We had fun that day you showed me around town and again on Halloween night. Just because you’re not a party animal doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you. Caution is a defense mechanism, and it can come in handy out there in the world.”

      Eden gave him a curious look. “What do you know about the world?”

      “More than you think,” he answered ominously.

      She ignored his comment. “Well, I just I hope I get to see it someday.”

      Logan flashed an enigmatic smile. “You will.”

      Eden turned and looked at him. “You really think so?”

      He nodded quietly as if he knew something she didn’t.

      “How come you’re always so sure about things?” Eden asked, her eyes lingering on him.

      He shrugged. “Gwen says I’m an idealist, that I focus on what people could be instead of what they are.” He looked at her. “What about you? Are you an idealist too?”

      Eden found that laughable. “My parents say I’m cynical, but I prefer to think of myself as a realist. I see people for what they really are.”

      “And what is that exactly?”

      Eden sighed. “I suppose if you get right down to it, I believe we’re all just selfish beings. But that isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” she was quick to point out. “I just think we’re all motivated by selfish desires, putting ourselves over others.”

      Logan considered that for a moment, then said, “well, I can add philosopher to the list of things you do well.”

      Eden leaned over and nudged him playfully with her shoulder.

      When it was quiet again, Logan asked, “was there a particular reason you asked me to meet you here this evening?”

      “Not really. I just thought you would appreciate the beauty of this place. It’s the highest point in Avondale—one thousand seven hundred sixty-two feet above sea level. I looked it up.”

      “That’s good to know.” He looked mildly impressed. “And you’re right. The view is incredible.” Then he added, “Once you get used to the height.” They sat in silence for a moment, then Logan said, “You know, I think I’m starting to like it here.”

      “You’re joking, right?” She raised an eyebrow.

      He shook his head. “For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m home.” There was a hint of despair in his voice.

      “Seriously, how many places have you lived?”

      “Dozens, I guess,” he answered, unable to avoid it any longer. “But I’ve moved so many times over the years I’ve lost count. It was always a few weeks here, a month there. I think I made it six months once, but that’s the longest I’ve ever been in one place.”

      “That’s awful,” said Eden, feeling sorry for him. “How did you make friends?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “That must have been incredibly lonely.”

      He nodded solemnly, then turned and looked at her. “But it beat having my heart broken repeatedly.” He looked away. “But,” he added after a pause, “I feel like this time is different.”

      “And what about when school is over? Do you have plans to go to college?”

      Logan sighed. “That’s the sensible thing to do, isn’t it? Although, if I’m honest, I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

      “Well, you’d better start. Graduation will be here before you know it, and by then it’ll be too late.”

      Logan laughed. “You sound like Gwen. She’s always telling me to get my head out of the clouds.”

      “She’s right.” Eden glanced in his direction. “I could help you look for a school if you want,” she offered. “My mom is a librarian at the middle school, so she has access to all sorts of college materials.”

      “Thanks. I may take you up on that.” He paused again and stared at the sun as it began to melt into the trees. “You mentioned your mom—what about your dad? What does he do?”

      Eden cleared her expression. “He works at the furniture plant as a line supervisor,” she said. “Since he didn’t go to college, he can’t really move up like he would want, but he’s a hard worker and loyal too. He’s been at the plant since he was sixteen. What about your parents?” she asked automatically. But as soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted saying them. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s all right,” he reassured her. “I guess I don’t really like talking about my folks.”

      “You don’t have to,” she told him. “Tell me about Gwen instead.”

      Logan’s expression brightened. “Gwen is probably the best person I’ve ever met. We get along most of the time, although she has her moments. I guess if you asked her, she would consider herself something of a mother figure to me, but to me she’s just Gwen.”

      “And how long has she been your guardian?”

      “For as long as I can remember,” he said. “And even though we move around a lot, we get to travel and meet new people, so it isn’t all bad.”

      “Actually, that sounds like a dream,” said Eden, finding a nomadic life appealing. “When I get out of here—if I get out of here—I want to travel the world and see the places I’ve only read about in books or seen on TV.”

      “It’s a scary place out there, the world,” he said ominously.

      “You sound like my dad.”

      He smiled. “It’s not all bad. But it’s not as glamorous as the image you have in your head, either.”

      “And how would you know that?” she questioned.

      Logan gave her a playful smile, then turned his attention to the sun as it dipped below the horizon.

      “Seaside cliff… blue water… white cottage…,” he said when the sun had set.

      Slowly, Eden turned her gaze to him. Her look was one of confusion.

      Logan shut his eyes and continued. “Cobblestone streets… salty air… street vendors. You’re barefoot, wearing a white dress made of lace, sitting beside a fountain that’s centuries old. A sea breeze is blowing. You brush away the strands of hair from in front of your eyes as you smile for a picture.” When he was done, Logan opened his eyes and looked at Eden.

      “H-How did you know that?” She leaned away from him as the color drained from her face.

      He shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

      She stared at him for a few long seconds, perplexed by his words. And there was something she wanted to ask him; it had been on her mind for a while. “I’ve had that same image in my head since I was six.” She looked out over the darkening valley below. “I realize it’s an idealistic view of the world, but it gives me hope that there’s more out there than days spent working for someone else, wasting away in a small town, changing diapers and chauffeuring kids to sporting events and play practice.”

      “So you are an idealist?” There was amusement in his eyes.

      “Yes—I mean no,” she stammered, still fighting confusion.

      “What about love?” he asked, serious again.

      “What about it?” she said automatically, still thinking about his assertion that she was an idealist.

      “Do you want love in your life?” he asked more specifically.

      She hesitated, then said, “Yes, of course. Who doesn’t?”

      “Have you ever been in love?” he asked soothingly as he pushed her further outside her comfort zone.

      Eden looked away, thinking that the conversation had suddenly become too personal. “Once.”

      “Adam?” he guessed.

      She nodded slowly, seeing his face in her mind again. Turning back to Logan, she found the courage and asked him the same question.

      “Once… same as you, but it was a long time ago.”

      “It couldn’t have been that long,” she said. “You’re only eighteen.”

      “Right. I just meant it feels like a long time ago.”

      “Was she pretty?”

      “Very,” he answered as his eyes softened.

      “And does she have a name?” Eden probed.

      “Cecelia,” he said, looking as though the mere mention of her name tortured him. “She had dark hair, like yours, shorter though, and eyes as blue as sapphires.” A fleeting smile appeared on his mouth and disappeared just as quickly.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened?”

      Without looking, Logan reached for her hand and found it. Her instinct was to pull away, but instead, she let him hold it, feeling as though he was going to reveal something significant.

      “It was spring,” he began, looking straight ahead at the darkening sky. “After Gwen and I landed in Muscle Shoals, I went looking for work. I spent a week putting in applications at every diner, movie theater, and store I could find. Then one day, I was driving past the lake when I saw a Help Wanted sign at this little marina, so I stopped in. A man named Owen ran the place with his wife, Helena. They had a daughter who worked there too, in the little shop, selling snacks and fuel. That was Cecelia. It wasn’t love at first sight like you see on TV, but there was a definite chemistry. A couple of months after I started working there, I was helping her close the shop one evening, when out of the blue, she kissed me. I can’t say that it was completely unexpected, but it did catch me off guard. After that, my heart belonged to her.”

      “That’s sweet,” Eden said, thinking how it reminded her of her first kiss with Adam after the Fourth of July party. “So what happened then?”

      Logan’s expression grew dark. “Gwen took a new assignment, so we had to move again.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, squeezing his hand. But Eden had the overwhelming feeling Logan was holding something back.

      “Don’t be. It’s for the best. Besides, if things had gone differently, we may never have met.”

      Eden thought about that for a minute.

      “Everything happens for a reason,” Logan said prophetically.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “I have to. Otherwise, I think I’d go crazy.”

      Silence descended and Eden took back her hand. She was wrestling with something she had wanted to tell Logan for weeks. Since he’d revealed something to her, she felt compelled to do the same. “I’m ready to tell you,” she said, breaking the silence, “about Adam.”

      Logan turned to her, giving her his full attention.

      “I know Claire’s already given you her side of the story, but she wasn’t there when it happened,” Eden said. She drew in a breath to steady her nerves. “Every time I close my eyes, I see his face,” she began, her voice shaky.

      “Adam?”

      She shook her head and grimaced. “Caleb.”

      “The shooter?”

      She nodded. “He and I were friends once upon a time.” She paused, the memories still vivid. “I remember when he moved to Avondale the summer before middle school began. His family moved onto our street, a few houses down, where the Kings now live. He used to walk the street, looking for kids to play with, but everyone ignored him. Then one day, I was sitting on the porch, and I saw him walking by himself, so I asked if he wanted to swing with me. I just remember his face lighting up, as if I’d shed a ray of light into his otherwise dark world.” A hint of a smile played about her lips as she recalled happier times. “Come to find out he was super smart and funny too. He could add large numbers in his head and everything.” She paused again, her expression darkening. “Anyway, he made it through middle school and the first couple of years of high school, but that’s when things went from bad to worse. Caleb put on weight, and it wasn’t long until everyone started making fun of him. I tried to do what I could to help, but he became so withdrawn. Then, when Adam and I started seeing each other, I kind of forgot about Caleb.” She paused, steadying herself. “The night before it happened, I had been at work. When I got home, there were flowers and a stuffed animal waiting for me on the front porch. Naturally, I thought they had come from Adam, but as it turned out Caleb had sent them. All that time we had been friends, I never knew the way he really felt about me. As you can imagine, I was caught off guard. I mean, this had come out of nowhere.”

      Logan stayed quiet, perhaps expecting her to go on. When she didn’t, he asked, “What did you do?”

      “The only thing I could do—I let him down as gently as I could, explaining that Adam and I were dating. Anyway, I felt awful. I mean, if things had been different, I don’t know…”

      The breeze picked up, cooling the air, and Eden pulled her jacket tight around her.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “the next day, I passed him in the hall on the way to first period. I tried to say hello, but he ignored me—like I wasn’t even there. I had seen him upset before, but never like that.” She turned away, her eyes reddening.

      “It’s okay.” Logan laid a hand gently on her shoulder.

      Composing herself, Eden turned back. “After Adam had been shot, I remember asking Caleb why. But he just stared at me, expressionless. And as I held Adam in my arms, I’ll never forget the look on his face, the hollowness in his eyes as the life drained away. All I could do was hold him and try to tell him everything was going to be all right, but…” Eden’s voice faded as tears streamed down her face.

      Logan put his arm around her as she buried her face in his chest and cried. When the tears finally relented, Eden apologized, then wiped her face with the back of her hand.

      “Don’t apologize,” said Logan tenderly, his arms still around her. “You’ve been through something no one should ever have to go through.”

      “Now you know why I was going to jump that day,” she explained as she dried her eyes. “I know it sounds crazy, but Adam was the love of my life.”

      Logan digested that, then offered, “I know it’s hard to believe right now while you’re hurting, but rest assured you will find love again.”

      “But it won’t be the same, will it?” she asked, thinking that it would be impossible to find anyone who compared to Adam.

      He shook his head slowly. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t be the most amazing love of your life,” he offered as consolation. By the look on Eden’s face it was clear she wasn’t convinced. “I thought after Cecelia I was incapable of loving anyone else,” he added after a pause. “But now I see how foolish that was. We’re not meant only to love one person. Our hearts are capable of so much more.”

      She brightened at this, glancing at Logan before she turned her eyes to the horizon. “You make it sound so easy,” she said, wanting desperately to believe him.

      “It is,” he said. “But you have to be willing to let go.”

      Letting go—of Adam, of his memory, of their time together—was the one thing that scared Eden more than anything else. And as she sat there considering what it would take for her to be able to let go, she reached for Logan’s hand. “Thank you,” she said after a minute.

      “For what?”

      Her smile returned. “For sharing and for listening. I, for one, know how hard it is to talk about these things. My natural reaction is to keep everything bottled up inside, to lock everyone out.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Logan, then pulled her closer. “I’m the same way. But now I have someone I can open up to.”

      They stayed at the water tower for a long time that night, swapping stories and staring up at the stars. When they got cold, they climbed down and walked home in the dark, both feeling as if a tremendous weight had been lifted from their shoulders.
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      THE KISS

      Following their heart-to-heart at the water tower, Logan and Eden were inseparable.

      Every night, when they weren’t working, they met at the stop sign and walked to the bridge and back, side by side. They talked, laughed, and shared stories—some lighthearted, others deep and painful—but always truthful with each other. In a way, it became therapy for them, without interference from parents or shrinks. And each night, as they strolled past Shelby Jenkins’s place, he’d sit in his rocker on the front porch and wave, and they would wave back.

      “It must be lonely in that house all by himself,” Eden mused, feeling a deep sense of sorrow as her gaze drifted to the empty rocker where Ruby once sat. “He and Ruby meant everything to each other.” She plodded ahead. “Did you know they planted a big garden every year? It used to be there.” She pointed to a flat spot between the house and the woods. “They used to bring Mom and Dad bushels of green beans and tomatoes.”

      “He seems pretty content to me,” Logan said as they approached the bend in the road. “Taking in an evening like this from the comfort of a rocking chair, that’s how I picture myself someday when I’m old and gray.” He paused, a brief smile crossing his face.

      “And who would you share it with?” Eden turned to him. “You do want someone to share it with, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do,” he answered candidly, glancing in her direction. “But you can’t do things like sit in rockers on porches in the city.”

      “My luck, I’ll never leave Avondale.”

      “I think you will. And if not, it doesn’t mean you can’t travel and see the world.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said as they reached the bridge.

      They turned an eye to the west, finding the sky awash in shades of auburn and gold.

      “Your hair is on fire tonight,” Logan said as he set his gaze upon her. He lifted a hand and swept back a few strands of hair from her eyes. “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but I think you get more beautiful each time I see you.”

      Eden blushed. This is it, she thought as her pulse quickened. She did a decent job of holding it together, but on the inside, she was screaming.

      For a moment, neither of them knew what to do next. Logan looked like he wanted to kiss Eden but didn’t. Eden was fighting similar demons. Sharing a moment like this with Logan had been on her mind since the day they toured Avondale. And as she stood there, considering the consequences of a kiss, Eden recalled her conversation with Olivia several weeks earlier. It was now or never, she decided. So before she talked herself out of it, Eden shut her eyes, leaned in, and went for it.

      When their lips met, it was as if for a moment time stood still. His lips were soft, the way she had imagined in her dreams, his breath warm and inviting. And as his fingers found the loops on her jeans, pulling her close, an unimaginable heat rose from her stomach to her chest, causing her heart to skip a beat.

      It was exactly how she imagined her first kiss with Logan—every second, every detail, each more perfect than the last. For weeks they had been building to this moment, and now that it was here, oh my God, was it worth the wait.

      Parting briefly, they stared hungrily into one another’s eyes. Then, when a look wasn’t enough to satisfy their urge, Logan took Eden’s face in his hands and kissed her ardently. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered against her lips, “so very beau—”

      But the urge to kiss him proved to be too much for Eden, and after finding him again with her lips, his words died against her mouth. She kissed him tenderly at first, carefully, until she found the rhythm. With the anxiety of the first kiss behind her, she wanted more. Knotting her hands in his shirt, she drew him close until she could feel the weight of his body against her. And in that moment of pure ecstasy, for which there is no equal in heaven or on earth, all the pain and darkness that had for so long eaten at her soul was washed away.

      Floating back to earth, they gazed into one another’s eyes as the sun faded behind them. And when the sun was gone, they turned, hand in hand, and headed for home.

      After another long kiss at the stop sign, they said good night and went their separate ways. Mounting the porch, Eden took a breath and tried to clear her head. But she was still shaking. With the effects of the kiss still written all over her face, she had to think of something quick. The last thing she wanted was for her parents to find out. She’d have to tell them, eventually, but not now, not tonight. This was her moment to savor alone. If she had a poker face, now was the time to use it.

      After clearing her expression, she slipped inside the house. Fortunately, the living room was empty, the TV off. Maybe they went to bed already, she thought as she eased the door closed and locked it. Breathing a sigh of relief, she made a move for the stairs.

      “Did you have a good walk?” her mom asked, appearing from the kitchen.

      Eden gasped. Damn. “Mom, hey, what are you doing up? I, um, thought you might have gone to bed already.”

      “I was just cleaning up. So how was Logan tonight?”

      “Fine,” Eden muttered, suppressing any evidence of the kiss.

      “And the walk?”

      “Good.” She waited, hoping that was the last of the questions, then said, “Well, good night.”

      “Wait,” Mary said, freezing her in midstep. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Of all nights, you pick this one to talk? Eden’s heart sank. “Can’t it wait until tomorrow? It’s been a really long day, and I still have to wash my face and brush my teeth, and—” She forced a yawn, hoping that would be enough to get her off the hook.

      “It’ll only take a minute,” Mary replied, already moving toward the living room.

      Eden did as she was told and followed her mom into the living room, where they sat on opposite ends of the couch.

      “What’s the deal with Logan?” Mary wasted no time in getting to the point.

      “What do you mean?” Eden asked casually.

      “You two have been spending a lot of time together lately, and—”

      “He’s just a friend, Mom.”

      Mary eyed her skeptically.

      Eden hesitated, then said, “A really good friend.” Before she knew it, a smile had crept into the corners of her mouth. Feeling the rise in her cheeks, Eden stifled the smile, but it was too late. Mary had taken notice.

      “Regardless, I want you to know that Dad and I think he’s good for you.”

      Eden raised her eyes. “Really?”

      “For a while we were really worried about you, but not anymore.” Her expression brightened. “Ever since you met Logan, it’s like you’re a completely different person.”

      Eden felt hollow inside. Her mom was more observant than she realized. Even so, she still didn’t know how close she had come to ending her life. Or did she?

      “I feel comfortable around him,” Eden confessed, dropping her guard. “It may sound crazy, but I feel like I’ve known him my entire life.”

      “I had a friend like that once,” Mary confessed. “His name was Rick Harvey. He was a year older than me, but we grew up on the same street. Since there weren’t too many other girls my age to play with, Rick and I hung out a lot.”

      “Wasn’t that weird?” Eden asked.

      “Not really. I don’t know if I ever told you, but I was something of a tomboy back then. Rick and I—we’d ride bikes, throw rocks, catch fish in the creek.” Mary held onto the smile.

      “Whatever happened to him?” Eden had never heard her mom mention him before. “Did he move away?”

      Mary’s smile vanished as her expression shifted to one of anguish. “He was killed in a car accident when he was seventeen.” She paused, reliving the memory of that night.

      A shock wave reverberated through Eden. And at that moment, she realized that despite living with her mom for the better part of eighteen years, there was still so much about her she didn’t know. “How come you never told me about him before?”

      Mary was silent for a moment, then looked up. “Because you weren’t ready to hear a story like that. Honestly, I don’t know if I was ready to tell it. You see, a piece of me died that night with Rick, a piece that I’ll never get back. But that’s the way it is with the ones we love. Whether we like it or not, we trade a piece of our heart for love, and no matter what happens, we never get it back. I don’t know if you remember,” Mary continued, “but when you were little, I used to take you by the cemetery on Sundays after church.”

      “I remember,” Eden recalled. “We’d stop and put a flower on Grandma and Grandpa’s graves.”

      “That’s right. But what I didn’t tell you is that I was there to visit Rick’s grave as well. You’ve passed by it a hundred times and don’t even realize it.” Her voice broke off as a faint smile appeared.

      “You two look deep in thought.” Steve strolled into the living room. “What are you talking about?”

      Engrossed in their conversation, neither Eden nor Mary had heard him come in from the garage.

      “Just life.” Mary turned to him and forced a smile.

      “Well, it’s almost bedtime.” He pointed to the clock.

      “Yes, dear. You go on ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      When Steve had gone upstairs, Mary turned to Eden and said softly, “But life goes on, and so do we. Hang in there, Eden. Brighter days are waiting for you just around the corner. I can feel it.”

      And with that, Mary kissed Eden on top of the head, then climbed the stairs to her room.

      As Eden lay in bed, her insides were on fire. Every time she closed her eyes, all she could think about was Logan and the kiss on the bridge. She must have replayed it in her head a thousand times, each time discovering a new and exciting detail. And while she wondered if Logan was doing the same, one thing was for sure: Eden Shaw was unequivocally in love with Logan James.

      The next day at lunch Eden and Logan didn’t talk much, choosing instead to trade nervous glances. Meanwhile, Olivia sat quietly, observing them. After a few minutes, she got up the courage to ask what was going on.

      “What do you mean?” Eden asked casually, looking up from the bowl of macaroni and cheese.

      “There’s something off about you two today.” She eyed them suspiciously. Then, all at once, it came to her. “That’s it! You two kissed, didn’t you?”

      Eden’s eyes widened.

      “I knew it!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Eden said as she fought off embarrassment. “Someone might hear you.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?” Logan’s question confirmed Olivia’s guess.

      Eden hesitated.

      “Because I don’t care if the entire school knows.” He pushed back from the table and stood as if he were going to make an announcement. But at the last second, Eden grabbed his arm and pulled him back into his seat.

      “All right,” Eden whispered across the table, her face now beet red, “I kissed him.” And when she said it, the pressure that had been building released.

      “Way to go!” Olivia gave her a high-five. “Oh my God.” She fanned herself. “Start from the beginning. I want to hear everything.”

      “Um, I’m right here,” said Logan.

      “I’ll get to you in a minute.” Olivia winked at him.

      “It was perfect.” Eden turned to Logan. “It was at the end of one of our walks. We were standing on the bridge over Tate’s Creek with the sun setting behind us.” She reached under the table and grabbed his hand. “And I don’t know, somewhere between the comment he made about me being beautiful and the sun setting, I guess I just went for it.” She paused and gazed into his eyes, her heart light as a feather.

      “And I was going to kiss her, but she beat me to it.” Logan looked at her and smiled.

      Olivia swooned. “You guys.” Tears were in her eyes. “I’m so happy for you. Wait,” she said, clearing her expression. “Have you told anyone else?”

      “No,” said Eden, “and we, or at least I, would like to keep it between the three of us for now, if that’s not too much to ask?” She was looking directly at Olivia now, her tone firm.

      “Hey, I can keep a secret.”

      Logan and Eden looked at each other, knowing that was a lie.

      By the end of the week, half of Avondale knew Logan and Eden were dating. Despite her promise, Olivia had failed to keep the secret. But no one seemed to mind, except Claire. Although it had been her decision to take a break from Logan to focus on herself, she still had feelings for him.

      But Eden paid little attention because her focus was on the art competition she’d spent weeks preparing for. With her painting, entitled Jumper, she hoped to become the first person from Avondale to win the coveted prize. And since she’d missed the deadline for submitting her portfolio for college review, this was likely her last chance to catch the eye of an art school.

      And as word spread of Eden and Logan’s burgeoning romance, it eventually got back to Steve and Mary Shaw.

      “I hear you and Logan are something of an item?” Mary asked at dinner one evening.

      Eden nearly choked on her green beans. “An item? That’s a little old-fashioned, don’t you think?”

      “Then you don’t deny it?”

      Eden hesitated, then said, “No.”

      Steve looked up from his dinner. “What’s this?”

      “Eden and Logan are something of an item,” Mary said.

      Steve looked at Eden. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” she replied, relieved that he was on her side. Then she turned to her mom. “And before you say anything, I asked him if he went to church, and he said yes. He and Gwen have been going to the Methodist church on Sycamore.”

      Mary beamed. “Well, it’s not Baptist, but it’ll do.”

      Eden rolled her eyes.

      “I think you definitely need to invite him to dinner now,” Mary continued.

      Eden groaned. She knew her mom wouldn’t drop it now that she knew about them. So she decided to compromise. “Fine. But give it a couple of weeks. Logan and I want to take things slow.”

      “I think that sounds reasonable, don’t you dear?” Steve proposed.

      “I can live with that.” Mary returned to eating.
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        * * *

      

      While Eden waited to hear from the judges, the Thanksgiving holiday arrived. Although her mom was a self-proclaimed culinary savant, Thanksgiving was the one holiday she avoided like the plague. Even when Eden was younger, Mary had forgone the turkey and ham and opted to eat out. So when Eden received an invitation from Logan to have lunch with him and Gwen, she gladly accepted.

      When Steve and Mary left, Eden got in her car and drove to Logan’s. She rang the bell, and Gwen answered, looking delighted to see her.

      “Hi, Eden.” Gwen introduced herself and welcomed Eden inside. “It’s so nice to meet you. Logan’s told me so many nice things.”

      “Nice to meet you as well,” she said, thinking that Gwen was taller and younger than she imagined.

      Gwen showed her inside.

      As soon as Eden set foot inside the house, she detected the smell of ham, and it reminded her of Sunday dinners at her grandparent’s house when she was a little girl. Logan appeared a second later and took her jacket, then hung it in the hall closet and showed her into the dining room, where Gwen had everything set up.

      “Wow.” There was enough food for a small army. “Is it just the three of us?” Eden asked.

      “I told you she goes overboard.” Logan pulled a chair out for her.

      “Maybe a smidge.” Gwen carried in a cup of gravy and set it between the sweet potato casserole and the dressing. “You two fix a plate while I get the rolls out of the oven.”

      Once they had each filled a plate, Logan and Eden sat across from each other at the table and began to eat. Gwen joined them a minute later and let out a long and exasperated sigh.

      “Your parents didn’t mind us dragging you away today, did they?” Gwen asked as she unfolded a floral napkin and placed it in her lap.

      “No ma’am.” Eden placed her fork on the side of the plate. “In fact, they’re probably relieved. I’m the only one in my family that likes the traditional Thanksgiving meal. Mom and Dad usually get takeout from whatever place is open. Mom says she doesn’t like to fool with all the dishes.”

      Gwen smiled approvingly. “Then I’m glad Logan decided to ask you over. Usually, it’s just the two of us, so I’m delighted to have someone else to cook for. By the way, we have pumpkin pie, pecan pie, and banana pudding for dessert. And if you want to take some of this home with you, I’d be delighted. Otherwise, we’ll end up throwing it out.”

      “Thank you,” said Eden graciously, then went back to eating.

      A minute later, Gwen said, “Logan tells me you’re a talented artist.”

      Eden blushed. “Yes ma’am, I am an artist, although the talent part is debatable.” She never was one to toot her own horn. She ventured a look in Logan’s direction.

      “She’s being modest,” Logan said. “I’ve seen some of her work. She’s very gifted.”

      “That’s wonderful. I’m a bit of an artist myself,” Gwen confessed. “In fact, I painted those.” She pointed to a pair of paintings on the wall behind them. One was a skull, the other a still life of candles, clocks, and an hourglass.

      “I recognize those,” Eden remarked. “Those are memento mori.”

      “Very good, Ms. Shaw.” Gwen applauded. “Logan is right, you do know your art.”

      “I painted one last year,” Eden told her. “For extra credit. Do you only paint, or do you sketch as well?”

      “Actually, I prefer sketching. Painting can be a bit messy at times. But I find both to be very therapeutic.”

      Eden swallowed a bite of stuffing, then said, “Art has been my passion since I was a little girl. I remember going to a county fair once and seeing a woman drawing on the concrete with chalk. I went home and begged my mom and dad until they got me a set of my own. They weren’t fancy, just the Crayola kind, but I remember drawing for hours in the driveway, trying to replicate what the woman at the fair had done. From that moment, I was hooked.”

      “Then I assume you have plans for art school after graduation?” Gwen speared a green bean and lifted it to her mouth.

      “I did,” Eden muttered, “but unfortunately I missed the deadline to submit a portfolio.”

      “How come?” Gwen inquired.

      “You know how it is,” Logan interjected, “with school and a social life and all. Time just gets away from you, right Eden?”

      Eden nodded silently as she reached for another roll.

      “Life is like that sometimes.” Gwen pushed the conversation along. “Eden, if you don’t mind me asking, what schools were you interested in?”

      “I started with fifteen, but have it narrowed to three—Savannah, Chicago, and Columbus. But Columbus is my top choice.”

      “Ohio?” Logan asked.

      Eden nodded.

      “I don’t want to overstep,” said Gwen, folding her hands in front of her, “but I might be able to help.”

      Eden raised her eyebrows.

      “There’s a good friend of mine who just happens to be an art theory professor at Columbus,” Gwen said. “Her name is Helen Freed. If you want, I could give her a call.”

      “Oh my gosh. That would be amazing.” Eden beamed. “Thank you.”

      “Told you she was great,” Logan said, talking out of the side of his mouth.

      When lunch was over, Gwen went upstairs to rest. She’d been at it since five o’clock, so between the lack of sleep and the second helping of turkey, she was ready for a nap. Logan and Eden sat in the living room, watching TV. It was nice to hang out, just the two of them.

      “You know, you don’t always have to stick up for me,” she told him, thinking of the comment he’d made at lunch. “I’m perfectly capable of speaking for myself.”

      “I know. I just thought I’d save you from having to explain your situation.”

      “And while I appreciate the gesture, next time let me handle it, okay?”

      “Fair enough.” He returned to watching TV. After the show ended, Logan turned to Eden. “So what do you want to do now?”

      “You mentioned a movie earlier,” she reminded him.

      “Okay.” He went to the cabinet where he kept the DVDs. “Do you have a favorite genre?”

      “I’m good with anything so long as it isn’t violent,” she said, recalling the time she’d watched Friday the 13th when she was ten and the months of nightmares that followed.

      “In that case, let’s see what we have in the non-violent section.” He thumbed through a few, then said, “Looks like we have Steel Magnolias, Sleepless in Seattle, Fried Green Tomatoes…”

      “Ooh, that one.” Eden stopped him. “I love that movie.”

      “Me too,” he said, placing the DVD on the tray.

      “You know that’s a chick flick, right?”

      “I can see how you’d think that.” He pushed Play. “But there’s also quite a bit of violence. Think about it. Buddy gets his leg cut off by the train, George is beaten within an inch of his life, and Frank is murdered by Sipsey. Pretty dark if you ask me.”

      Eden thought about that for a minute. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But there’s no gore, so maybe that’s where I draw the line.”

      “Fair enough. I’m not a fan of blood and guts either.” When the movie started, Logan joined Eden on the couch.

      For a straight hour, they sat in front of the TV, neither of them saying a word. Near the end, when Mrs. Threadgoode revealed to Evelyn that she was Idgie, Eden glanced at Logan to gauge his reaction. He had tears in his eyes. She cracked a smile, but not because she thought it was funny.

      On the contrary, there was something sweet and honest about it. She’d seen her dad cry once when the Braves won the World Series, but that was different. Her mom cried all the time, seemingly at the drop of a hat. And Eden had shed enough tears in the last year to fill an Olympic swimming pool. But Logan was the last person she thought would be moved to tears by the admission of an old woman at the end of what she still considered a chick flick.

      When the movie ended, Logan cleared his throat, and when Eden wasn’t paying attention, he wiped the moisture from his eyes. “That one gets me every time,” he said. “Definitely in my top five.”

      “Really? Top five?”

      “Yeah, along with Crimson Tide, The Count of Monte Cristo, Steel Magnolias, and The Shawshank Redemption.”

      “You certainly rattled those off quickly. It’s clear someone has a lot of spare time on their hands. I’ll have to talk to Mr. Jenkins about giving you more hours,” she said, then smiled.

      Logan smiled back as he removed the DVD and returned it to the case. “You’re telling me you don’t have a top five?” He returned to the couch.

      “I have my favorites, but I’ve never sat down and ranked them.”

      “All right. Then do it now. Right here.”

      She felt a tinge of excitement. “Okay. Top five, let’s see…” She furrowed her brow, concentrating. “Forrest Gump, The Silence of the Lambs, A Few Good Men, Gone with the Wind, and…”

      “One more,” he said, holding up four fingers.

      “Ooh—Titanic,” she said as if she’d had an epiphany.

      Logan humphed. “Titanic, really?” He screwed up his face.

      “What, it’s a really good movie,” she protested.

      “But so unrealistic. I mean, guy meets girl, and two days later she gets naked and lets him sketch her? Come on. On what planet does that happen?”

      Eden’s face turned as red as a tomato. “Okay, so that part’s a little far-fetched,” she conceded. “But you have to admit the ending is sad.”

      Logan agreed. “So what now? Want to watch something else?”

      “Nah,” she said, feeling tired. “I should probably go. Mom and Dad are likely back by now, and if I don’t get home soon, they’ll send a search party.”

      Logan grabbed her coat from the closet and helped her into it. “I was thinking,” he said as he opened the front door for her. “Why don’t we take some of these leftovers and have a picnic at the lake tomorrow?”

      Eden agreed but wanted to make sure things with Logan weren’t moving too fast. A part of her was still mourning the loss of Adam, and although she and Logan were dating, she wasn’t ready to dive in headfirst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      VICTORY

      The next day it poured rain, so the picnic by the lake got nixed. Determined not to let the weather ruin his plans, Logan improvised by packing a basket and taking it to Eden’s house, where they spread out a blanket on the front porch. To Eden, this was better. Being at home meant she could control the situation and, more specifically, her urges. Besides, the lake had been her and Adam’s place, and she didn’t want anything to tarnish those memories.

      “I was thinking.” Logan discarded what remained of a turkey leg in the basket. “After I finish at the farm next Saturday, what if, as my birthday gift to you, I take you to the drive-in to see The Sixth Sense? I hear it’s supposed to be excellent.”

      Eden hesitated, thinking again of Adam. “Maybe.”

      “Well, it was just an idea.” His expression shifted to chagrin. “So have you heard anything from the review board?” He changed the subject as he leaned back, letting his food settle.

      She shook her head. “I expect it will be next week. Mrs. G said judging wrapped up before the holiday, and it always takes a few days to tally the scores, so…”

      “I take it this isn’t your first rodeo?”

      She swallowed a bite of macaroni and cheese. “This is my fourth try. I didn’t place the first year. The second go around I made the top twenty. And last year I finished fifth. So at least I’m trending in the right direction.”

      “I hope you win,” he said as he stared out at the rain. “That would be something, wouldn’t it?” He rolled his head and looked at her.

      “I’m trying not to get my hopes up,” she said, thinking of all the times she’d finished runner-up in her life.

      Logan sighed. Crossed his arms. “Whether you win or not doesn’t change anything. You know that, right?”

      “How can you say that?” she snapped, astonished by his nonchalance. “Winning could change my life. It could be my ticket out of here.”

      “But even if you finish second or third, don’t you think that warrants at least a look from someone?”

      Of course, he was thinking rationally. Eden hadn’t considered that. She had been so focused on winning that anything less felt like a failure to her. But perhaps Logan was right. Second or third out of thousands was remarkable, and maybe someone would give her a look.

      When the rain stopped, Logan packed everything up and went home, where he spent the remainder of the day cleaning his room and thinking about Eden. Despite the kiss they shared and the obvious chemistry between them, something felt off, and perhaps he knew what it was. Although it had been nine months since Adam’s death, Eden was still holding on to his memory. And as Logan folded his T-shirts and put them away in the dresser drawer, he realized she needed time.

      On Monday morning, while Eden sat in chemistry, taking notes on acids and bases, the loudspeaker above Mr. Graham’s desk crackled to life. It was Mr. Howard on the other end with an announcement.

      “Attention students, faculty, and staff of Avondale High School. It is my privilege to announce that today, our very own Eden Shaw has taken first prize in the Georgia State High School Art Competition. I’m sure everyone will join me in congratulating Eden on this well-deserved honor.”

      By the time he finished, all eyes were on Eden. The announcement had come sooner than expected and caught her off guard.

      A cheer arose from the class. Even Mr. Graham, who never stopped in the middle of a lecture, took a moment to congratulate her.

      “You did it.” Olivia gave her a hug.

      Eden’s face was red-hot, but she didn’t seem to mind. For the first time in her life, she didn’t have to settle for second or third. She had won.

      To celebrate, Logan took her to the drive-in, where they ate hamburgers and drank chocolate milkshakes while they watched The Sixth Sense.

      During the drive home, Eden was quiet.

      “Well, what did you think of the movie?” Logan asked. “Pretty good, huh? And what about that ending? I didn’t see that coming.”

      Eden shook herself mentally. “Hmm? Sorry. What were you saying?”

      “I was asking if you enjoyed the movie,” Logan repeated.

      “Totally,” she said. “Normally, I have a movie figured out well in advance, but that ending took even me by surprise.”

      While Logan gave his review of the film, Eden’s thoughts drifted once more. She thought about her own life and how it paralleled the movie, and only hoped her ending would be better than that of Dr. Malcolm Crowe.
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        * * *

      

      The evening of Eden’s birthday party was cold and gloomy, but despite the weather, it did little to dampen the mood. Olivia and Hannah arrived just after six.

      “Where’s Logan tonight?” were the first words out of Hannah’s mouth as she plopped down in the green chair.

      “Probably still working,” Eden mused as she shut the door to her bedroom. “He’s been helping Mr. Jenkins clean out some of those old buildings on his farm.” She went to the bench beneath the window and sat down.

      “So he isn’t going to see you on your birthday?” Hannah looked surprised.

      “Well, technically, he saw me at school,” Eden said in Logan’s defense.

      “You know what I mean,” Hannah said, giving her a look.

      “I’m sure he’ll stop by,” said Olivia, coming to Eden’s rescue. “If I know Logan, he’s got something up his sleeve.” She found the open chair by the closet and made herself comfortable.

      But now that Eden thought about it, Logan hadn’t even mentioned her birthday since the night at the movie. He knew it was today. What if he doesn’t show? Doubt began to creep in. Attempting to push it out of her mind, she asked Olivia how things were going with Allen McGuire, whom she’d recently started seeing.

      “Good, I think,” said Olivia, but there was uncertainty in her voice. “We haven’t kissed yet if that’s what you mean. He said he wants to take things slow.”

      “Is that what you want?” Eden knew how much she liked him.

      “Honestly, I could go either way,” she admitted. “I mean, of course I want to kiss him. We’re a couple, or at least I think we are. But he’s the first real boyfriend I’ve had, so I don’t want to scare him off by forcing myself on him.”

      “What about Dean Simpson?” Hannah asked. “Didn’t you date him for a while?”

      Olivia winced. “I forgot about him.”

      “I can see why,” said Eden. “You were way too good for him.” She found a ponytail holder and put her hair up. “Where is Dean these days anyway?”

      “I think his family moved to Tennessee or something,” Olivia replied with indifference. “Anyway, who cares? He’s ancient history.”

      They chatted for another hour, trading stories about guys, both good and bad, but there was a concerted effort by Hannah and Olivia not to bring up Adam. Eden was slowly becoming more comfortable talking about him, but it was still very much an open wound. And since the anniversary of his death was only a couple of months away, neither of them wanted to push Eden back into the darkness she’d only recently emerged from.

      Steve and Mary turned in around ten and told Eden not to stay up all night. She promised she wouldn’t, though there was a decent chance they’d be up until at least three or four.

      Then, around ten thirty, something hard hit Eden’s window. The girls jumped.

      “What was that?” Hannah asked nervously, looking to Eden.

      Eden jerked a shoulder. “Maybe the wind blew something off the tree.” She took a peek out the window, but when she didn’t see anything, she picked up where she left off.

      But a few seconds later, another loud sound. Parting the drapes, Eden looked out and found Logan standing in the yard.

      “It’s only Logan,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Told you he’d stop by,” Olivia said to Hannah.

      Eden lifted the latch on the window and forced it open. The sudden rush of cold air took her breath. “You nearly gave us a heart attack. What are you doing down there?”

      “I had to see you on your birthday,” he explained. “I had planned on coming by earlier, but Mr. Jenkins had a lot for me to do today.”

      “That’s okay,” she said, beaming. “The girls are here with me.” They came to the window and waved at Logan. “Hey girls,” he said, waving back. “Did you have a good birthday?”

      Eden nodded.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” Logan reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a black box with a purple bow.

      Eden’s heart fluttered. “What is it?”

      “Can I come up?”

      She waved him up, and in no time, he had scaled the lattice and was on the roof outside the window.

      “Happy birthday,” he said, controlled as usual as he handed her the package. He gave her a quick kiss on the lips, then said, “Go ahead, open it.”

      Eden undid the bow and removed the lid. Peering inside, she found a silver charm bracelet. Her eyes flickered to Logan. “Is this—?”

      “The one from Wheelers,” he confirmed. “After you made such a fuss over it, I went back and bought it. And I got all the charms that reminded me of you. See, there’s a palette because you like to paint, purple since that’s your favorite color, a fall leaf since that’s your favorite time of year, and the letter E for your name.”

      But Eden was only halfway paying attention, her eyes still on Logan. “And what about this one?” she asked, examining a charm of the sun.

      His eyes fixed on her and his mouth twitched. “Because when you’re around, you make my world a little brighter,” he said tenderly.

      Eden’s heart skipped a beat as tears welled in her eyes. And it was at that moment, despite missing Adam and all the fear and anxiety she’d been feeling, she fell head over heels in love with Logan.

      “You don’t like it?” Logan asked.

      “No, I do. I love it.” She threw her arms around him as tears fell freely from her eyes. She pulled back and said, “How did you afford something like this?”

      “You’re not the only one who’s been saving money.”

      She smiled and wiped the tears away with the back of her hand. “Logan, I don’t know what to say. This is the sweetest gift anyone has ever given me. Thank you,” she said, then kissed him.

      “I’m glad you like it,” he said. “Put it on. I want to make sure it fits.”

      “I don’t think I can,” she said, her hands trembling. “Will you?”

      Logan took the bracelet, opened the clasp, then slipped the fragile ribbon of silver around her wrist. “Perfect fit.”

      She held it up, admiring the way it glittered in the moonlight, then showed it to Hannah and Olivia, who oohed and aahed.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, turning back to Logan. “Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      They kissed again, another long, lingering kiss. Suddenly, Eden’s face felt hot. She pushed him away before she lost control.

      “Well, I should let you get back to your party,” he said, pulling back.

      Eden blushed again, suddenly aware that Hannah and Olivia were watching their every move. She thanked him again, then Logan slipped off the roof, and into the night.

      When he was gone, Eden shut the window and sighed, satisfied that her birthday was now complete.

      The next day, Eden woke around noon. Olivia and Hannah left a short time later, so Eden went back to sleep and didn’t wake again until four. But by Sunday, she was back to her regular routine. She lay in bed until her parents left for church, then dressed warmly, and drove to the cemetery.

      Rather than risk being seen by the congregation of the Hillside Baptist Church, Eden parked on the side of the road a half mile from the entrance. The sun shone brightly overhead, but it was a frigid morning, so after putting on her hat and gloves, she ascended the hill to where Adam’s grave lay. It had been several weeks since her last visit, which was the longest she’d gone without seeing him. But with everything going on in her life, she found herself thinking less and less of Adam.

      As she crested the hill, she noticed some leaves had fallen and gathered around the headstone. Kneeling, she brushed them away and whispered, “Hey there, it’s me.”

      A loose strand of hair had fallen from beneath her hat, so she reached up and tucked it behind her ear.

      “I know I haven’t visited in a while, but I’ve had a lot going on” she said, thinking of something to break the ice. I think about you all the time though, literally every waking hour.”

      She removed her glove and ran her fingers across the deep cuts in the frozen stone. “There’s this guy,” she began, struggling to get the words out. “His name is Logan.” She allowed herself to smile, but only for a second. “Anyway, he’s helped me a lot lately, with life and stuff. I was in such a dark place after I lost you that I didn’t know if I’d ever find my way back, but now I feel like there’s hope again.”

      She took a breath.

      “My birthday was on Friday, but you probably already knew that. I’m officially an adult! I’m not sure what I was expecting, but I don’t feel any different.” She blew warm air into her gloved hands as a shiver climbed her spine.

      “Sometimes I struggle with how to think about you,” she confessed. “Everyone keeps telling me to let go, to move on with my life, but truthfully, I don’t know how to do that.” And there was a great aching in her heart. “You know I will always love you, and I will never forget you, right?”

      She paused briefly as if waiting for an answer that would never come. Then she put a finger to her lips and touched it against the stone.

      After composing herself, Eden stood and said goodbye to Adam. Suddenly the hair on the back of her neck prickled, and she realized she wasn’t alone. Coming up the hill behind her was Rachel Farmer, Adam’s mom.

      “Eden, dear, how nice to see you,” Rachel said with a smile. “I didn’t disturb you, did I?”

      “No ma’am,” Eden replied politely, glancing back at Adam’s grave. “Actually, I was just leaving.”

      Rachel cast an eye to the headstone. “Did you get to spend some time with him this morning?”

      Eden nodded but said nothing.

      “I haven’t seen you around much lately. Everything okay?”

      “Yes ma’am, everything is fine.” She forced a smile. “I’ve just been busy, but I promise to visit more.”

      But Rachel’s attention was on her son’s grave now. “You probably already know this,” she said as she went over and lay a white rose at the foot of the grave, “but he loved you very much.”

      “And I loved him,” said Eden, swallowing the lump in her throat.

      “That reminds me,” Rachel said, looking up at her. “I was going through some of his things the other day and found a journal he kept. I know he would have wanted you to have it. The next time you’re by the house—”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,” she said politely, then paused. “Well, I’m sure you want a few minutes alone, so…”

      “Thank you,” Rachel whispered, then enveloped Eden in a hug. “Take care of yourself, and don’t be a stranger.”

      Eden left Rachel and descended the hill, turning back when she reached the bottom. She found Rachel on her knees, weeping. And it was at that moment Eden realized the pain she had been feeling for all those months wasn’t limited to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      IDENTITY

      When school let out for winter break, Eden received a phone call from Gwen informing her that she had spoken to Helen Freed at the Columbus College of Art & Design. After learning of Eden’s win in the statewide competition, Helen wanted to meet with her the second week of January at the High Museum in Atlanta. This was the break Eden had been waiting for.

      While Eden’s run of good luck continued, Claire’s life had taken a turn for the worse. After being suspended from the dance team for showing up late to practice, she began a downward spiral, which included more partying and more drinking. As a result, she decided to take a break from Avondale and spend the holiday with her dad in Alpharetta. Before she left, she went to see Logan.

      “I’m going to be gone for a couple of weeks,” she told him as she stepped into the foyer. “You’re the only one I’ve told, so if you could keep it to yourself, I would appreciate it.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me,” he said, showing her into the living room.

      “Nice place,” she said, letting her eyes wander.

      “It’s nothing special, but it’s home,” he answered, thinking it paled compared to her house. “Do you want something to drink?”

      “No thanks,” she said as she sat on the arm of the chair. “Actually, I’m leaving from here and going straight to my dad’s house.” When she looked away, Logan took inventory of her appearance. Even without makeup, she was still stunning.

      “Listen, I know you’re dating Eden.” Claire turned back to him. “And I’m happy for you both, but I could really use a friend right now.”

      Logan recognized the pain in her voice. “Just because Eden and I are dating doesn’t mean we have to stop being friends.” He tilted his head sympathetically. “So if you want to talk while you’re at your dad’s, just give me a call, day or night.”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “Thanks, Logan. That means a lot.” She stood and hugged him for a long time, then broke and looked at her watch. “I should go,” she said, making a move for the door. “Dad is expecting me by eleven.”

      “Drive safe,” Logan said, feeling somewhat helpless as he showed her out. “And if I don’t talk to you before Sunday, Merry Christmas.”

      When she left, Logan sat in the living room for a while with the TV off, thinking about how much Claire had changed, and not for the better. He hoped the time away from Avondale would be enough to get her back on track, if not, she’d reach out to him if things got worse.

      The following afternoon, Logan was busy putting away clothes when Gwen walked in.

      “Are you going to work soon?” she asked, lingering in the doorway.

      “As soon as I’m done here. Why, do you need something?”

      “I just got off the phone with Bridgette,” she said. “They want us in Cincinnati first thing Saturday morning.”

      “But that’s only two days before Christmas.” He hung the last shirt in the closet and shut the accordion doors. “Is it absolutely necessary? I was hoping to spend the holidays with Eden.”

      “I know you were, and yes, it’s mandatory.” She moved to the corner of the bed and sat down. “I was hoping to talk with you about Eden,” she said, changing the subject. “Is now a good time?”

      “I suppose,” he answered uneasily.

      “I’ve noticed the two of you have been spending a lot of time together lately.”

      Logan crossed his arms and leaned against the dresser. “And?”

      Gwen sighed heavily, then said, “I know this is a touchy subject, but your relationship is garnering some unwanted attention.”

      His brow puckered. “Attention from whom?”

      “Do I need to spell it out for you?”

      “Not this again.” He turned and stared out the window as anger swelled inside him. “Did Bridgette ask you to talk to me? Is that what this is about? Because if it is, you can tell her—”

      “—I know it’s hard for you to believe, considering everything that’s happened, but they only want what’s best for you.”

      Logan turned and looked Gwen directly in the face. “Really? You still believe that?”

      Gwen dropped her eyes. “Look, I’ll admit, what happened with Cecelia was unfortunate, but—”

      “—Unfortunate?” Logan was angry now. “Is that what you call it? They literally moved heaven and earth to make sure we couldn’t be together.” He shook his head in disgust. “But, like always, they got what they wanted, didn’t they?” Logan bolted for the door.

      “Wait!” Gwen jumped to her feet, stopping him before it was too late. “Keep things with Eden friendly, just until this assignment is over. Then we’ll be out of Avondale and on to the next town. Otherwise”—her countenance grew dark—”given the circumstances, you know what will happen.”

      Logan, having already considered the consequences if the Council found out he was in love with Eden, turned his eyes to Gwen.

      “When we meet with them next week, tell them what they want to hear,” she said in a motherly voice. “Remember, your future, and mine, depend upon you redeeming yourself. Everything that happened with Cecelia will be forgiven if you can navigate this assignment successfully. Can you do that, for me?”

      “Fine,” he grumbled. “But just to be clear, I’m doing this for you, not them.” He stepped took a step, then paused. “It’s funny—when I was a kid, I remember my mother telling me two things. She’d say, ‘Logan, always treat others with respect, and if you get the chance to love someone, do it with all your heart.’” He shook his head. “I always thought we were supposed to love one another, and yet it’s the one thing I’m not allowed to do.”

      “That’s not true, Logan.” She took a step toward him and laid a hand gently on his shoulder. “Faith, hope, and love are the three gifts we’ve been given, the greatest of these being love.”

      “Then why is it forbidden?” he asked, giving her an icy stare.

      “It isn’t. It’s just—”

      “—We can’t love them, can we?”

      “You and I, we’re different,” she said. “We’re not like them. Not anymore.”

      “Aren’t we? I’m still human, and so are you—at least a part of us is.” When Gwen didn’t respond, he said, “Look, I told you I’d do my best, and that’s all I can promise. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      Troubled by his conversation with Gwen, Logan stayed gone the rest of the day. He had a bad feeling that things with Eden would get complicated, and he needed time to think. The last thing he wanted was for things to end the way they had with Cecelia, but to avoid that outcome, he’d have to deny what humanity remained inside him.

      Now that the cold had set in for the winter, Logan split his time on the farm between the house and the barn.

      “How long have you been collecting all this stuff?” he asked Shelby as he came out to inspect his work.

      “Thirty, forty years. I used to hang tobacco in here years ago, back when I was selling to the cigarette companies. But when that dried up, it turned into a catch-all. I like the progress you’re making though. Slow and steady, that’s what wins the race.” Shelby gave him a pat on the back for encouragement, then wandered off toward the house.

      At supper that evening, Logan was quiet, still thinking about having to miss Christmas and what he would tell Eden.

      “What’s the matter with you tonight?” Shelby asked after the joke he told fell on deaf ears.

      “Hmm? Oh, sorry, Mr. Jenkins. I’ve got a lot on my mind right now.” He scooted back from the table, throwing in the towel.

      “Troubled mind, huh? I’ve got the cure for that.” Shelby got up and went to the cabinet above the sink. He came back with a half-empty mason jar filled with clear liquid, and two shot glasses. “If anyone finds out I gave this to you, I’ll deny it until the cows come home, but you seem like a young man who could use a shot of this.”

      “I don’t know, Mr. Jenkins,” Logan said reluctantly, thinking that if what was in that jar was anything like Vodka, he was going to hate it. “I probably shouldn’t.”

      “Yeah, and I probably shouldn’t have done half the stuff I have over the years, but that’s what makes life worth living.” He poured two shots and slid one in Logan’s direction. “Now it only takes one, so make it count,” he warned. Shelby raised his glass. “Bottom’s up.”

      Logan did as he was told and swallowed the shot. It burned like fire all the way down.

      “Whoa! What was that?” he shouted, jumping to his feet.

      “That, my boy, is what they call bootleg, mountain dew, white lightning… moonshine.” He winked at Logan and returned the bottle to the cabinet above the sink. “Now that you’ve got your belly full and had your liquid luck, why don’t you go home and get some rest. Tomorrow will be a better day, promise.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Logan asked, feeling the alcohol begin to take effect.

      “Call it intuition,” he said, then walked Logan to the door.

      True to form, Shelby was right. If Logan was looking for a sign that everything would be okay, he found it the following morning. He woke a little after nine to a strange but familiar glow and a mild pounding in his head. Throwing off the covers, he got out of bed and went to the window. What he saw shocked him. Sometime during the night, a snowstorm had dumped a foot of snow on Avondale. His first call was to Eden.

      “Did you know it was supposed to snow?” Logan asked, wondering how he had been caught off guard by the weather.

      “Um, yeah,” she answered. “They’ve been talking about it on the news all week.”

      “Oh. I guess I didn’t notice,” he said. “So do you like the snow? I don’t know if I told you or not, but I happen to be a master builder of snowmen.”

      “I do, but I kind of already built one,” she confessed. “Olivia stopped by earlier. I’m sorry. I would have called, but I didn’t know you were into that sort of thing.” Dead air on the line was broken when Eden asked if he wanted to come over.

      “I thought you’d never ask. See you in ten.”

      After trudging through the snow, Logan mounted the porch and knocked on Eden’s door.

      “Get in here before you freeze to death,” she said, welcoming him inside.

      They sat in the living room watching TV. Steve was at work, but Mary had the day off, so she made hot chocolate and brought it out to them.

      “I never asked you, but what are you and Gwen doing for Christmas?”

      “We’ll be in Cincinnati,” he answered dismally.

      “What’s in Cincinnati?” Eden inquired as she twisted the cup in her hands.

      “Um, Gwen has family there,” he said. “We haven’t seen them in a few years, so—”

      “Oh. How long will you be gone?”

      “A week.”

      Really? “An entire week?” Eden frowned, unsure of what she would do without him for a day, let alone a week.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it,” he assured her, then picked up the cup and took a small sip. “Besides, you’ll probably be glad to get rid of me for a few days. I feel like I’ve been smothering you lately.”

      “Honestly, I’ve grown used to having you around,” she admitted unashamedly.

      “What’s this I hear about you not being around for Christmas?” Mary asked, appearing in the opening to the living room.

      “Mom! Were you eavesdropping?” Eden face flushed with embarrassment.

      “It’s all right,” Logan interjected, easing the tension. “Yes ma’am, Gwen and I will be visiting family in Cincinnati.”

      “Well, we’re certainly going to miss having you here for the holiday.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to miss being here.”

      When they’d finished their hot chocolate, Logan followed Eden to her room, where she sat on the bed, he in the chair.

      “Your room is nice,” he said as his eyes wandered around the room.

      “Were you expecting a mess?”

      Logan chuckled. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just figured your room would double as your art studio, that’s all.”

      “It would be, but Mom isn’t a fan.”

      “Seriously?”

      Eden rolled her eyes. “She’s afraid I’m going to paint something sacrilegious or whatever, so I keep all my work at school.”

      “Still, I like your room,” he said seriously. “And you’ve got your own bathroom? I’m jealous.” His eyes drifted to the writing desk near the window. “Hey, I didn’t know you kept a journal,” he said, finding it open on the desk.

      “I have for years,” she said. “Anytime I need to get things off my chest, I just find a blank page and away I go.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “You keep a journal?” Eden raised an eyebrow in his direction. “That’s interesting.”

      “Why, because I’m a guy?”

      “Well, yeah,” she said, surprised.

      “I started keeping one years ago when I went to live with Gwen. I thought it would be a good idea to be able to look back and remember all the places we’ve been.”

      Although he’d told her about living in dozens of places, Eden wondered exactly where all he had been. She knew of Houston, Canton, and Rising Sun, but where else had Logan lived?

      “That makes sense. So what’s the best place you’ve been so far—aside from Avondale?”

      Logan leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Probably Denver,” he replied. “We were there a few years ago. If you haven’t seen the Rockies in winter, there’s nothing like it. It’s like being on a different planet.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go out west,” Eden said, daydreaming. “My parents talked about taking a trip to the Grand Canyon once, but we ended up going to the beach instead. But maybe someday, right?”

      “Yeah, someday.” Logan flashed a smile, then let it fade as his face bore signs of worry.

      “What’s wrong?” Eden asked, recognizing the shift in his mood. “Was it something I said?”

      “It’s nothing,” he said. “I was just thinking.”

      “About what?” Eden prompted.

      “About us.” The smile was back. “The day we met, if someone would have told you by Christmas you and I would be, you know, together, would you have believed them?”

      Eden laughed out loud, as if it was the funniest thing she’d heard all week. “If God himself had told me, I wouldn’t have believed it,” she said, then became serious. “But I’m glad. I hate to think what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up when you did.” But she knew exactly what would have happened, and exactly where she’d be—six feet under.

      “Something about that day troubles you, doesn’t it?” Logan asked, eyeing her intently.

      She looked at him, stunned by his question. It wasn’t the first time she wondered if he could read her mind. “Many things about that day trouble me. But yes, there is something that I can’t figure out.” She got up and went to the window. It was easier to ask Logan difficult questions when she wasn’t staring into his hypnotic eyes. “That morning, when I was ready to jump, when exactly did you arrive?”

      “I got there just before you were going to jump,” he revealed, confirming her suspicion.

      She turned from the window and stared at him. “And how did you get up there without me seeing or hearing you?” she asked, continuing to pull at the thread.

      He hesitated, looking as if he was struggling with his answer. “We have a way of appearing at just the right moment,” he said, keeping his eyes glued to her.

      “We?”

      “My kind,” he said calmly.

      Eden swallowed hard, unable to pull her eyes away. “And what is your kind?” She felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle.

      Logan broke eye contact and looked away.

      “Logan, talk to me,” she pleaded, moving to the end of the bed. “If you’re worried about me telling someone, I promise I won’t. Trust me.”

      He swung his eyes back to her. “I do trust you,” he said, his face pained. “But that’s part of the problem.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, holding his gaze.

      “Isn’t it obvious? I’m in love with you.”

      Eden had been waiting for weeks to hear him say those words. And now that he’d finally professed his love for her, she didn’t know how to respond.

      “Please say something,” he said after a long pause. “Otherwise, I think I’m going to explode.”

      “I love you too,” she blurted, shocked at how easily the words came. “And I don’t care who or what you are,” she added, convinced that she already knew his true identity.

      “Do you mean that?” A look of relief washed over his features.

      She slid off the end of the bed and into his arms, hovering above him for a second, then lowered her face and kissed him. But this kiss was different from all the others. Something about it felt wrong, forbidden, but not enough to make her want to stop. If anything, it made her want him even more.

      “I love you, Logan James,” she said, staring into his heavenly eyes.

      “And I love you, Eden Shaw,” he whispered.

      That night, Eden lay in bed thinking about Logan. Although he hadn’t come out and told her what he was, she knew he was not of this earth, at least not entirely. Human, yes, but something else, something otherworldly. Eventually, she would need to know the truth, but for now, she was satisfied that he was there to protect her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FAWN

      On Friday morning, Logan left early for Cincinnati. With a million questions swirling inside her head, Eden took the opportunity to investigate. Over dinner, her mom revealed she had to go into work the next morning for an audit, so Eden asked if she could tag along.

      That night, Eden hardly slept. In her head, she entertained the idea that Logan was a werewolf or a vampire, but since she’d never seen him howl at the moon or have a thirst for blood, she quickly dismissed those theories. Her thoughts then drifted to the only possible explanation: Logan was an angel. That must be it, she thought, lying there, staring at the ceiling, her mind racing at the speed of light. He went to church, didn’t curse, and those eyes. She had never seen wings or a halo, but still.

      The next day, Eden and Mary left the house at half past nine and drove to the middle school, where they parked, entered through the side of the building, and made their way to the library.

      Eden found a computer on the other side of the room and searched for anything she could find on angels. She was convinced Logan was not from this world, and the only explanation she had was that Adam had sent someone to watch over her. Sure, it was a stretch, but it made sense, even if it didn’t.

      After jotting down several book numbers and clearing her search history, she set off to find the section on religion and mythology. Grabbing anything she could find that referenced angels and similar mythical creatures, she found a table and began thumbing through the pages.

      Eden opened the back of the first book, A Record of Angels and other Heavenly Creatures. “Angels, angels,” she whispered, scanning the index. “Ah, here we are, page 352.” Anxiously, she found the page and began reading.

      
        
        An angel is a supernatural being who is God’s servant. They are celestial intermediaries between God and humanity.

      

      

      She read on.

      
        
        The first sphere angels serve as the heavenly servants of God the Son incarnated. The first sphere of angels see and worship God directly, and they communicate His will to angels who are closer to the life of man.

        Seraphim are “burning ones.” They are majestic beings with six wings, human hands, or voices when in the presence of God.

        Cherubim have four faces: a man, an ox, a lion, and an eagle. They have four conjoined wings covered with eyes. Cherubim guard the way to the tree of life in the Garden of Eden and the throne of God.

        Angels of the Second Sphere work as heavenly governors of the creation by subjecting matter and guiding and ruling the spirits.

        Angels of the Third Sphere are the angels that guide and protect nations, or groups of people, and the church. They carry out orders by the upper-sphere angels and bring blessings to the material world. They are the educators and guardians of the realm of earth.

        Archangels—chief angels who rule over the other angels.

        The angels, or “plain angels,” are the lowest order of celestial beings. They are the ones most concerned with the affairs of men. Within the category of angels, there are many different kinds with different functions. The angels are sent as messengers to humanity. Personal guardian angels come from this class.

      

      

      “That’s it,” she said, keying in on the term guardian angel.

      
        
        A guardian angel is a type of angel assigned to protect and guide a particular person…

        I saw in the visions of my head upon my bed, and, behold, a watcher and a holy one came down from heaven.

        Daniel 4:13

      

      

      She should have stopped there, but her curiosity got the better of her, and as she turned the page, she found a section on fallen angels and read that. Before long, her head was spinning. This wasn’t what she remembered from her days in Sunday school. There was more to the story than just winged creatures that adorned the tops of Christmas trees and shot arrows of love.

      Armed with enough information to be dangerous, Eden returned the books to the shelves before her mom saw her.

      A minute later, Mary appeared. “Are you almost ready?”

      “Almost,” she said, hastily shoving the notebook into her bag.

      “Have you been working all this time?”

      Eden nodded, thinking how perfect her timing had been.

      Mary glanced at the heading on the shelf behind Eden. “Religion, huh? What did you say that report was on again?”

      Eden averted her eyes. “Um, the impacts of taking God out of the classroom,” she said, thinking fast. That should do the trick.

      Her explanation seemed to appease Mary. “Well, at least you’re putting your time to good use,” she noted. Mary put her arm around Eden and led her up the stairs. “Let’s get home before your father has to cook dinner on his own.”

      Eden felt terrible about lying to her mom, but she couldn’t come out and tell her the real reason she was there. Although if anyone would understand, it would be her. Still, until Eden knew for sure that Logan was an angel, her lips were sealed.

      Over the next few days, Eden took time to review her notes. Convinced Logan was her guardian angel, she wondered how to broach the subject with him. Even if she was right, would he admit to it or continue to dodge her questions?

      A week passed slowly. Eden spent Christmas with her mom and dad but kept in touch with Logan. She could have revealed to him the information she’d discovered in the library, but she wanted to wait until he got back before having that conversation.

      So on Friday afternoon, after Logan returned from his trip, Eden was ready to present him with the evidence of him being an angel. She didn’t want to upset him, but she had to know.

      After her shift at the store ended, she swung by and picked him up, and they drove to Davenport Mountain, where they exchanged gifts and made out for a while with the radio on. But the whole time she was kissing him, her mind was rehearsing the questions she’d spent the week constructing.

      “It’s different from the last time we were here,” Logan noted, coming up for air. “But the view may actually be better.” Most of the trees had been stripped of their leaves, and he could see much more of the lake now.

      “Every season has its pros and cons,” Eden said, then fell silent.

      “I get the feeling a question is coming,” said Logan.

      “You know me too well.” Eden flashed a crooked smile, then muted the radio. “I did some research while you were gone. Last time we were together, you said something about your kind, remember?”

      Logan twisted uncomfortably in his seat. “Yes, I remember.”

      “What did you mean by that?”

      “It’s difficult to describe,” he answered in his frustratingly vague way.

      “I have all afternoon.” She watched him intently.

      It was clear Eden was not going to let this go.

      “Angels,” he said, finally speaking the word that had been in Eden’s mind for weeks.

      “And that makes you my guardian angel, doesn’t it?” Her voice was calm, collected.

      “Yes, I am your guardian angel… well, sort of.” He was being vague again. “By that I mean I was assigned to be your guardian, but I’m not an angel, at least not yet.”

      Eden looked confused.

      “I’m still in training,” he explained.

      It took Eden a minute to process. “Then you’re not human, are you?” she asked, thinking back to the articles she’d read.

      “Yes and no,” he answered. “I am human… at least a part of me still is…”

      That was a relief.

      “But part of me isn’t,” he went on. “I realize that’s confusing.” He paused, collecting his thoughts. “The best way to describe it is I’m in a state of transition. For me to become a Watcher—a messenger—I must complete the transformation from human to angel.”

      “And how long does that take?”

      “That depends. For some, it takes a few years. For others, it takes centuries.”

      Eden’s mind was racing. Amid all the confusion around what Logan was, something else had been bothering her. He had the appearance of someone her age, but deep down she knew that was impossible.

      “And how long has it been for you?” she asked, fearful of his answer.

      “You’re clever,” Logan stated, then after a pause said, “you want to know how old I am, don’t you?” He leaned back in his seat with amusement in his eyes.

      “Actually, yes,” she said, feeling her pulse race.

      He looked at her and smiled. “Does it matter?”

      “Well, maybe,” she said timidly, unsure how she would feel if he was a thousand years old.

      “How about this?” he proposed. “I’ll tell you how old I am only if you promise not to ask any more questions.”

      Eden thought about that for a minute. Rather than continue their game of cat and mouse, she needed a definitive answer, so she agreed.

      “This past April, I turned one hundred and twelve.”

      Eden took a moment to digest his words. He’d said it with such nonchalance, as if he was eighteen or nineteen. On the one hand, it wasn’t as bad as she had imagined, but on the other, he was more than a century old.

      “But if that’s true, how do you still look like you’re—”

      Logan raised a hand, stopping her. “No more questions, remember?” His voice was calm, but she could tell this amused him.

      Eden groaned, having at least a half dozen follow-up questions she wanted to ask. “Fine.” She frowned. “But you will tell me someday, won’t you?”

      Logan smiled, broader now. “Yes. Someday I will tell you everything,” he promised.

      When they left the mountain, Eden drove in silence for a long time, still mulling over what Logan had told her, trying to make sense of something completely irrational. And yet it wasn’t irrational. Her guardian angel—half-human, half-celestial—was sitting in the seat beside her in ripped jeans and a leather jacket. He wasn’t a figment of her imagination. He was real.

      Instead of taking the highway, Eden opted for a back road that wound its way west between two ridges. Soaring white pines flanked them on either side, making it impossible to see more than a few feet into the dense forest. But Eden had driven this way hundreds of times going to and from Davenport Mountain, so she knew the terrain like the back of her hand.

      Logan sat quietly, contemplating whether to make small talk. Even that seemed unnatural now, so he decided to stay quiet.

      The trees loosened their stranglehold on the road a few miles outside town. Still quiet inside the car, Eden reached for the radio and found an oldies station. Anything was better than the deafening silence. But less than a mile from Avondale, a young deer came out of nowhere and jumped in front of Eden’s car at a bend in the road. Logan was the first to see it.

      “Eden, look out!”

      For a moment, everything moved in slow motion—the car, the deer—but Eden’s brain was on overdrive. She saw her life flash before her eyes, replaying all eighteen years in a split-second. Then, as everything sped up, she pressed her foot against the brake pedal as hard as she could, sending the car sliding forward. The screeching of tires ended with a loud thump as aluminum struck bone and flesh.

      When they came to a stop, Logan examined Eden for injuries. “Are you okay?” he asked frantically, trying to elicit a response. But Eden, who had been struck by the steering wheel above her left eye, didn’t answer right away.

      “I—I think I’m okay,” she finally said, shaking the confusion. She was white as a sheet. Lifting a shaky hand to her forehead, she felt the knot, then winced in pain. Her thoughts shifted to the deer, and she looked through the windshield. “Oh no!” The fawn lay on its side in the middle of the road.

      They got out of the car and went to check on it.

      “Is it still alive?” Eden asked, still holding her head.

      “Barely.” Logan knelt beside the fawn, checking for a heartbeat. Faint. It had a broken leg, and there was a trickle of blood coming from the side of its mouth. “It’s going to die if we don’t get help soon.” He removed his jacket and laid it across the deer.

      “Oh God,” Eden cried, putting a hand to her mouth. “I’ve never killed anything in my life. It just came out of nowhere. You saw it. Logan, you have to do something,” she pleaded with tears in her eyes.

      He looked at the deer, then back to Eden. “Do you trust me?” His voice was unusually calm.

      “What?”

      “Do you trust me?” he repeated, this time with more urgency.

      “Yes, I trust you,” she answered.

      “Then give me your hand,” he commanded.

      Eden gave him her hand and knelt down beside him. Logan put one of her hands on the broken leg of the fawn and the other on its neck.

      “Now,” Logan instructed, “I want you to close your eyes and pray with me.”

      “But—?”

      “Please, Eden. She doesn’t have much time.” His voice rose in a panic.

      Again Eden did as she was told. While she prayed, Logan shut his eyes and stretched out his hands, hovering them inches above the deer. And as he did, a bright light appeared and engulfed the three of them. Eden felt as weightless as a feather but dared not open her eyes. A second later, the light vanished.

      “Open your eyes,” Logan said.

      As she opened them, Eden noticed the blood was gone and the fawn’s leg, which had only seconds before been shattered, was healed.

      “Help me get her to her feet.” Logan stood and helped Eden to her feet, then together they lifted the deer.

      Once the deer was upright, it lingered for a second, then continued across the road, disappearing into the forest.

      “You healed her, didn’t you?” Eden asked, her mind racing.

      “I can’t stand to see one of God’s creatures die,” Logan said as he stared off toward the forest. Then, quietly, Logan turned and began walking back toward the car.

      “Oh no,” Eden groaned, seeing the dent in the bumper and the broken headlight. “Dad’s going to kill me. You don’t happen to fix cars too, do you?” she asked hopefully.

      Logan chuckled. “Yes, but not like that,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “We’ll need to get it to a garage.”

      Headlights appeared then on the road as a truck approached. It would be dusk soon. Logan went to the middle of the road and flagged down the truck. “Look, it’s Mr. Jenkins,” he said, turning to Eden.

      “You kids all right?” Shelby asked, exiting the cab.

      “Yes sir.” Logan explained the situation. “Do you mind giving us an escort back to town? I don’t yet know the extent of the damage to the car and want to make sure it doesn’t break down before I can get that knot on Eden’s head looked at.”

      Shelby agreed and stayed with them until they reached Eden’s house.

      Logan killed the engine and helped Eden inside. The knot on her head had grown to the size of a golf ball.

      “What happened?” Steve asked as Logan sat Eden down on the end of the couch.

      “We had a little accident,” Logan informed him. “We hit a deer on our way back from Davenport Mountain, a fawn.”

      “This time of year?” Steve asked.

      Mary appeared then from the kitchen. “Are you two all right?”

      “We’re fine, but Eden got a little bump on the head.” Logan turned on the light.

      While Mary tended to Eden, Steve grabbed his flashlight as he and Logan went out and checked the damage to the car.

      “There’s a dent in the fender and a busted headlight.” Logan showed him the damage. “Other than that, I didn’t see anything else, but I’d need to have a better look in the morning when the sun comes up.”

      Steve looked the car over but found no other damage. “You’re lucky,” he said as he cut the light and moved back toward the house. “It could have been much worse. Where did this happen?”

      “Just outside town, on Sulphur Creek Road,” Logan told him.

      “I’ve told Eden to take the highway,” said Steve. “I wonder why she decided to go that way?”

      Logan knew the answer, but he couldn’t tell Steve, so he kept quiet.

      “How’s the car?” Mary asked as they made their way back inside.

      “Needs a new light and maybe a little buffing, but that’s all,” said Steve, looking relieved.

      “What about the deer?” She held a cold compress to Eden’s head.

      “Believe it or not, she didn’t have a scratch on her,” said Logan. “Isn’t that right, Eden?” His eyes fell to her.

      She nodded, her eyes fixed squarely on him.

      When Logan got home, he was exhausted. Healing the fawn required a great deal of energy, and he needed to rest. He went inside, hung his jacket in the closet, and then eased into the kitchen.

      “She knows everything,” Logan revealed as he sat down to dinner. “Well, almost everything.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gwen asked, fixing Logan a plate.

      “We hit a deer on our way home.” He shoveled in a bite of macaroni and cheese.

      “No one was hurt, were they?” Gwen asked as a look of worry spread across her face.

      Logan shook his head. “We’re both fine,” he muttered. “And the deer too, thanks to me,” he added under his breath.

      But Gwen heard him, and she looked up. “You mean you used your powers? And in the presence of Eden? Logan, tell me you’re joking.”

      He shook his head.

      Gwen leaned back in her chair and let out a long breath. “Well, there’s no way around it now,” she said. “The Council will be sending someone to investigate for sure this time.”

      “I know,” he replied glumly, having already thought of the consequences. “But I couldn’t let it die, Gwen, I just couldn’t,” Logan said, pleading his case.

      Gwen didn’t respond right away. “I know you think you can save everything, and everyone, but sometimes, you need to let things happen the way they’re supposed to.”

      “No, I don’t believe that.” Her words troubled him. “I was chosen to do this work, you said so yourself, and while I may not be an angel—yet— I’ve been given the ability to heal. So what good is it if I can’t use it?”

      “You can use it,” she said, “but not anytime you get the urge.” She took a brief pause, clearing her expression. “Until you are officially a Watcher, the use of your powers must be approved by the Council. That is the rule.”

      Logan shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, well, I’m tired of all the rules.” He dropped his fork and pushed away from the table. “And I’m sick of being told what I can and can’t do by the Council,” he added in frustration as he stood.

      “As your guardian, I would advise you not to speak ill of the Council,” she warned sternly.

      “You would advise me?” He laughed, then dropped the smile and scowled at her. “You know what, Gwen? I’m tired of taking advice from you as well. After all, it’s your fault we’re in this mess in the first place.” He cast a conspiratorial glance in her direction. “If you hadn’t gone to the Council about me and Cecelia we’d still be in their good graces.”

      Gwen looked stunned.

      “You didn’t think I knew about that, did you? From now on, stay out of my business,” he said, then turned on his heel and left the kitchen.

      The next morning, Logan was awakened by the phone, but before he could get to it, Gwen picked it up and began talking. Logan lay still, trying to make out the muffled conversation through the wall, but he could only hear bits and pieces.

      “Who are they sending?” He found Gwen in the living room later that morning.

      “I don’t know,” she answered flatly. “Bridgette wouldn’t tell me. In fact, she didn’t even bring it up.”

      “Maybe they don’t know,” he offered. Perhaps the use of his powers had gone undetected.

      “I don’t see how that’s possible,” Gwen answered. “But if by some miracle they don’t know, try to lie low for a few days and see if this whole thing passes over. And while you’re at it, make sure Eden keeps quiet about all this. Otherwise, we’ll be compromised, and you know what that will mean.” She shot him a look of warning.

      Logan nodded. “By the way, I’m sorry about last night.”

      “Me too. I know what I did with Cecelia hurt you, and for that I’m sorry. But I was only thinking of you—you believe that don’t you?”

      Logan nodded again, though he also knew part of her reason for reporting him to the Council was for her own benefit.

      After he showered and dressed, Logan dropped by to check on Eden.

      “I was just about to take some breakfast up to her,” said Mary, welcoming him inside. “Why don’t you do it? She’ll be glad to see you.”

      Logan took the tray and carefully navigated the stairs. At the top, he turned right and eased toward the door, knocking with his elbow.

      “Come in,” he heard her say through the door.

      He pushed it open with his foot.

      “Logan, what are you doing here?” she asked, sitting up in bed.

      “I came by to check on you,” he said as he eased into the room, careful not to make a mess.

      “Is that for me?”

      He nodded, setting the tray on the nightstand beside the bed. “The bump looks much better,” he said. He ran a finger across her forehead, then kissed it.

      “Still hurts though.” She reached for the orange juice and took a sip. “Dad says the car isn’t badly damaged. Thank God for that.”

      “Yeah, thank God.” Logan eased into the chair. “So I realize yesterday was a lot to take in, but I wanted a chance to explain.”

      Eden could see he was nervous. She had been awake most of the night thinking about the accident and how Logan had healed the deer. “Just to be clear,” she began after taking a bite of toast, “that deer was going to die, wasn’t it?”

      Logan nodded.

      “And it was you who saved it, right?”

      He nodded again.

      “That’s what I thought, but I had to be sure. I kept wondering if it was real or just my imagination.” Eden grabbed the plate, took a bite of toast with jam, and chased it with juice. “This is all so crazy,” she said as a smile appeared. “I’m in love with an angel.” She screamed into her pillow.

      “I’m glad to hear you say that.” Logan chuckled. “I was so worried.”

      “Why? I have, without a doubt, the coolest boyfriend on the planet. I mean, how many other girls can say they’re dating an angel? God, it’s like I’ve hit the boyfriend lottery.” She finished her breakfast and set the tray aside. “Why didn’t you tell me, before?”

      “We’re not supposed to tell anyone,” he said. “Besides, even if I had told you, would you have believed me?”

      Eden thought about that for a second. “Probably not.”

      “So you’re not mad?”

      She shook her head. “How could I be mad? You literally brought that deer back from the dead. Well, almost. You can’t do that too, can you?” she wondered aloud.

      “No.” He chuckled. “Anyway, I’m glad it’s all out in the open. Now we can move forward without that hanging over us.”

      Eden thought about that. Now that she knew what Logan was, it created a list of other potential issues. “So where do we go from here?”

      Logan tipped his head to the right. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I assume you won’t always be my guardian angel, will you?” she said, thinking that would be too good to be true.

      “No. Eventually, I’ll be assigned someone else to protect. That’s the way it works.” He looked up at her, his face tormented.

      “Oh,” Eden said glumly. It was just as she feared. “Then what happens to us?” She looked expectantly to Logan, hoping he had an answer.

      “I don’t know,” he said solemnly. “Wait—maybe you could come with me? Yeah, that’s it!” He got up and paced the floor. “You’re always saying how you want to see other places. When I become a Watcher, you could come with me. We could travel the world, helping people. How does that sound?” But when Eden’s enthusiasm didn’t match his own, he said, “You don’t like it, do you?”

      “It’s not that,” she said, then looked away. “In fact, it sounds amazing. It’s just… what about art school? If I get in, I’ll be moving to Columbus for four years. By the time I’m done with school, who knows where you’ll be.”

      Logan traded the smile for a look of disappointment. “There I go being an idealist again,” he said, sitting beside her on the bed.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” said Eden, taking his hand. “I love you, Logan, but I want to be realistic.”

      “It’s all right.” He forced a smile. “Besides, it was just an idea.” He stared ahead at the wall. “Don’t worry,” he said a minute later. “I’ll think of something.”

      Eden finished her juice and set the glass on the nightstand while Logan turned on the radio. Behind her smile, she was contemplating a future with Logan. But every time she tried to imagine a scenario where they ended up together, there was always something—his duty as an angel, her burgeoning art career—that got in the way. And as she sat there listening to the local country station, she wondered if their relationship was living on borrowed time.

      While Gwen and Logan waited for a messenger to arrive, they tried to keep a low profile. Now that Eden knew Logan’s true identity, at least he didn’t have to tiptoe around the subject any longer. But now he had another problem. Despite Eden promising not to tell anyone his secret, Logan knew that a slip of the tongue would result in him being pulled from the case, so he stayed close to her.
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        * * *

      

      Logan picked up Eden around nine on New Year’s Eve and drove to the square. It was a cold and clear night, the sky a sea of twinkling stars. By the time they arrived, the square was packed with dozens of people. They stood in line for hot cider, then spent a half hour walking around, admiring the lights. As they made their way back to the fountain, they ran into Olivia and Allen.

      “Hey guys.” Logan spotted them first.

      “Logan, Eden, what’s up?” said Allen. “How’s it going?”

      “Good so far,” Eden replied politely.

      “I heard Hannah was coming.” Olivia scanned the crowd. “She’s supposed to be bringing Todd.”

      “Todd Risner?” Eden asked, thinking that he was still dating Maria Sutton.

      Olivia nodded, still searching for Hannah.

      “I didn’t know they were back on again.”

      “On again, off again, who can tell?” said Olivia, her eyes settling on Eden. “So did you all hear about Claire?” She dropped her voice to a whisper.

      Eden and Logan shook their heads in unison.

      “What happened?” Logan asked.

      “Allen knows. Tell them, babe.” She nudged him with her shoulder.

      “Well, I wasn’t there when it happened,” he said, whispering. “But rumor is she showed up to dance practice drunk yesterday. Coach Davis kicked her off the team and everything.”

      “I knew all that partying would catch up with her eventually,” Olivia said.

      “Hey, there’s Todd,” said Allen, spotting him as he walked up the hill.

      “And Hannah’s with him,” added Olivia. “Come on, let’s go say hi.”

      “You two go ahead,” said Logan. “We’ll be right there.”

      When Olivia and Allen were out of earshot, Logan turned to Eden. “What did I tell you? There’s something wrong with Claire.”

      “Serves her right after what she did,” said Eden, mercilessly. “Maybe now she knows what it feels like to hit rock bottom.”

      Logan leaned away from her. “How can you say that? What if she’s in real trouble, like you were?”

      Eden cut her eyes to him and said, “Look, Logan, I know you still care for Claire, and I’m dealing with that, but you weren’t around when she was making my life a living hell.” Her scowl tightened. “Part of the reason I was in the shape I was in was because of her, so maybe it’s time she had a dose of her own medicine.” Eden broke away and went to see Hannah, leaving Logan standing alone at the fountain.

      Logan didn’t mention Claire for the rest of the night, but it didn’t stop him from thinking about her. As midnight approached, the bump in the road Logan and Eden had hit early in the evening seemed to be forgotten, and they held on to each other as the countdown commenced.

      “Three, two, one—happy New Year!” the announcer screamed over the loudspeaker.

      “Happy New Year, Eden,” Logan said, pulling her into a long kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ANNIVERSARY

      As Avondale entered a new year, everyone turned their attention to the first anniversary of the shooting. Now less than six weeks away, it loomed like a specter on the horizon.

      Fortunately for Eden, she didn’t have time to dwell on the anniversary. Instead, her focus was on the interview with Helen Freed. Thank God for little miracles.

      After getting permission from Mr. Howard, Logan and Eden took a day off school to drive to Atlanta for the interview. Despite winning the competition, Eden found out that the other schools on her list had already offered their scholarship money, and since neither she nor her parents couldn’t afford the tuition, this was her only shot. Otherwise, she’d be forced to stay in Avondale and attend the community college in Murphy.

      “You’re going to do fine,” Logan said as he sped down the interstate, passing the Marietta exit. “Helen is going to love you.”

      “You think?” She gave him a nervous smile.

      “I know,” he reassured her. “Just be yourself. This is what you’ve been dreaming of since you were a little girl. Your portfolio is solid, and you know your stuff.”

      “But what if I panic?” she asked, thinking of anything that might throw her off her game. “When I’m under pressure, I tend to lose my train of thought easily. The last thing I want is to get tongue-tied or hung up on a question that I don’t have a good answer for.”

      “Just think of it as a transaction at the store,” he said.

      Eden cast a curious look in his direction.

      “Shoppers don’t just have cans of soup in their cart, do they? There’s tissue paper, dog food, meat, and vegetables. This will be like that. There will likely be some questions from your list, in which case you can answer those in your sleep, but there will be others you’re not expecting, and you’ll need to navigate them the best you can. Either way, stay cool and maintain eye contact. That’s the key. Always maintain eye contact.”

      Eden felt marginally better, but her doubts came rushing back by the time they reached the exit. When they got downtown, Logan pulled up to the front of the building and let her out, then went to find a place to park.

      After parking in a lot on Sixteenth Street, Logan got out and walked around for a while. He knew the city like the back of his hand. With Eden scheduled to meet with Helen from ten to eleven, he couldn’t travel far, but he knew she could be there for a couple of hours or longer if things went well. After all, this was the sole reason Helen had made the trip from Columbus.

      While he waited, Logan spent some time in the courtyard outside the museum. When he’d had his fill of sitting on park benches and staring into the slate gray sky, he explored Peach Street. Food vendors were opening their trucks, so he grabbed a hot dog with mustard and found a flower shop, where he bought a bouquet of white daisies for Eden. Moseying his way back in the direction of the museum, he glanced at his watch—eleven on the nose—so he sat at a café across the street and waited.

      A half hour later, Eden emerged from the revolving door with her portfolio, looking like she had just endured the Spanish Inquisition.

      “Well, how did it go in there?” He handed her the flowers. “I’ve been sitting on pins and needles out here.”

      “These are lovely, thank you.” She breathed in the fragrance of the flowers. “I think it went really well.” Beaming, she let out a nervous breath. “Believe it or not, Helen said I had one of the best portfolios she’s seen. Can you believe that?”

      “That sounds promising.”

      “But she also said because I waited so late, there’s only one scholarship remaining, and there are a handful of applicants they’re still looking at.” She sighed.

      “Oh. So what now?”

      “She flies back tomorrow morning and will spend the rest of the week reviewing with her team, so I should hear something in about a week.”

      “Fingers crossed,” he said. “In light of your interview, why don’t we celebrate? Since we’re in the city and we’re both reasonably dressed, we should go somewhere nice. I mean, when will we have the chance to be here again?”

      “You’re right,” she agreed, feeling more relaxed now that it was over. “We should celebrate.”

      “There are tons of restaurants this way.” He turned and looked down Peach Street.

      “How about there?” She pointed to an opulent building a couple of blocks away.

      They began walking south, side by side.

      “I didn’t know what kind of flowers you might like, so I just got something that reminded me of you.” Logan made small talk as they waited for the light to change.

      “You did well, but just for the record, orchids are my favorite.”

      After crossing the street, they entered the South City Kitchen and requested a table for two on the second floor. Since it was lunchtime, the restaurant wasn’t crowded.

      “This place is a little pricey,” Eden whispered, perusing the menu while their waitress went to fetch them some water and rolls.

      “Not to worry,” said Logan. “It’s my treat.” He pulled out a wad of twenties he had been saving up from all the work at Mr. Jenkins’s place.

      “Where’d you get all that? Not from Mr. Jenkins, surely.”

      He nodded.

      By the time their fried green tomatoes arrived, the sun had broken free of the clouds, and by the looks of things, it was shaping up to be a pleasant afternoon.

      “Now this I could get used to.” Logan looked out at the view.

      “Isn’t it fabulous?” said Eden, beaming. “I don’t know what it is about the city, but I feel at home here.”

      Logan gave a sincere smile. “Then this is where you should be.”

      She smiled back. “Oh, I almost forgot.” Eden swallowed a bite of tomato. “If I get into Columbus, Helen says I’ll be smack dab in the center of downtown. She said they have flats where the students live that also double as their studios. Doesn’t that sound amazing? I don’t want to get my hopes up though,” Eden went on. “The odds of me getting the scholarship are probably less than fifty-fifty.”

      “Better than that,” Logan said, then took a sip of water. “Give yourself some credit. You’re a fantastic artist. The people in Avondale have no idea what to do with a talent like yours.”

      Eden smiled and shook her head.

      “What?” he asked, finishing the last tomato.

      “You always know the right thing to say to me,” she said. “I don’t know how you do it, but you do.”

      “Another of my many talents.” He looked at her and smiled.

      When lunch was over, they began the drive back to Avondale, listening to the radio for most of the way. The conversation was light, and there were some quiet moments during which Eden replayed the meeting with Helen in her head. She was encouraged by what Helen had to say to her, erasing any doubts that she had about what it took to attend art school. Now it was in God’s hands.

      By the time they made it back to town, it was after five.

      “It looks like your parents are both home,” Logan said as he pulled into the drive.

      “Mom will probably have dinner on the table soon. You could come in and eat if you want. I’m sure Mom and Dad wouldn’t mind.”

      “Thanks, but I’m still stuffed from lunch,” he said, holding his stomach. “Besides, I have a ton of homework to get done before tomorrow. Rain check?”

      “Sure,” said Eden as she exited the car.

      “Want me to help you with your stuff?” He cast an eye to the back seat.

      “If you’d like.”

      Logan carried her portfolio to the porch while Eden found her key and unlocked the door.

      “Thanks, for today,” she said, turning back. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Something tells me you would have been just fine on your own,” he said, “but you’re welcome. And who knows? If you do get the scholarship, maybe we’ll go back and spring for the crème brûlée next time.”

      Eden smiled, then kissed him before going inside.

      When Logan got home, he couldn’t wait to tell Gwen the good news. But his elation turned to disbelief as an unexpected face met his eyes. A wiry and lean brunette with short hair and skin golden from the sun stood in his living room. Her heart-shaped face boasted high cheekbones, full lips, and a striking pair of emerald eyes, above which were perfectly arched eyebrows. She was sharply dressed in a pair of black pants and shirt with a matching leather jacket.

      “Nice to see you, Logan,” said Valerie. She crossed the floor in her heels and kissed him affectionately on the cheek.

      “Valerie was sent to check on things,” said Gwen, giving Logan a look.

      Logan eyed Gwen intently. “Did you know she was coming?” he asked harshly.

      “The Council thought it best I came unannounced.” Valerie crossed her legs as she rested against the back of the chair. She looked Logan over from head to toe. “You’ve been taking care of yourself,” she noted, her eyes rising the length of his body. “Honestly, I didn’t know what kind of shape I’d find you in.”

      Logan cut his eyes to her. “What do you want, Val?” he growled.

      She stood and straightened her jacket. “Well, I can see this will be business only, so I’ll get right to it.” She cleared her throat. “Considering your situation,” she began in an authoritative tone, “the Council has been monitoring your progress, and needless to say, there are some concerns.” She paced the floor, her hands laced behind her. “This girl you’ve been sent to protect has become something of a distraction.” Valerie turned and looked at Logan.

      “That girl has a name,” he told her, his anger building.

      “Very well. Eden Shaw presents a problem for us. Need I remind you that after what happened with Ms. Green, you were given this assignment as a way of putting yourself back in the good graces of the Council.”

      “I don’t need you to remind me of anything,” Logan fumed. “I remember well enough on my own.”

      “Good.” She smiled. “Then there’s no need to belabor the point.” She stood close enough to Logan to make him feel uncomfortable. “Look, Logan.” Her voice softened. “Even after what happened, I want you to know I went to bat for you. Don’t make me regret that decision. Because the next time”—she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek—”you’re on your own.”

      Later that evening, Eden called to invite Logan to dinner at her house on Friday night. Her mom had been hounding her about it for weeks.

      “Hello?”

      “Logan?”

      “No, I’m sorry. He’s not here at the moment. Can I take a message?”

      “What about Gwen?” Eden asked, racking her brain to connect a name with the voice.

      “Strike two.”

      Eden’s first thought was Claire, but this girl sounded older, more mature.

      “Okay,” said Eden, coming up empty. “Can you just tell Logan to call Eden when he gets back?”

      “Eden—got it. I’ll make sure he gets the message. Thanks for calling.”

      The line went dead. Eden sat for a minute, wondering who was answering Logan’s phone. She hadn’t recognized the voice, so it couldn’t have been someone local. Wait a minute… She turned over an idea in her head. What if… No, it couldn’t be, could it? Then, as the idea took root, her blood ran cold. The only plausible explanation Eden had was that Cecelia had found Logan and had come to rekindle their relationship.

      She made a quick call to Olivia and asked if she could run out with her for a bit.

      “Yeah, why?” Olivia asked curiously.

      “I’ll explain when I get there,” she said in a rush. “I’m heading out for a while,” Eden told her parents as she grabbed her keys and headed for the door.

      “At this hour?” Steve glanced at the clock.

      Eden wasn’t in the mood to negotiate. “It’s only nine, Dad,” she said, thinly concealing her anger. “I, um, left something at Olivia’s I need for school. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

      “And it can’t wait until the morning?” Mary asked.

      “Definitely not,” said Eden as she moved toward the door. “It’s important.”

      It wasn’t her best lie, but it did the trick. She picked up Olivia and drove to Milligan Street, where she parked in front of Logan’s house and cut the lights. Logan’s car was gone and so was Gwen’s, but the lights were on, and it was clear someone was inside the house.

      “Don’t you think this is just a little bit psycho?” said Olivia. “I mean, what if it’s Gwen’s niece or something?”

      “Then we’ll get back in the car and pretend this didn’t happen,” Eden said, taking off her seat belt.

      Beneath the cover of darkness, Eden and Olivia crept across the yard. When they reached the shrubs at the front of the house, they crouched down and worked their way over to the living room window. They peeked inside, and there, lying on the couch, was a young woman with short dark hair and sun-kissed skin. She looked like a New York runway model, only hotter. Eden’s heart sank.

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Who’s that?” She watched as the young woman thumbed aimlessly through a magazine.

      “I don’t know, but somehow I don’t think it’s Gwen’s niece.” Eden shot Olivia a look.

      “How can you tell?”

      “Call it intuition,” Eden said, thinking that Gwen and Logan had just gone to Cincinnati to see her family over Christmas.

      They watched for a while longer, but Olivia started to complain of the cold.

      “Just another minute,” Eden said, her eyes glued to the young woman.

      The faint ringing of the phone could be heard through the wall. The young lady jumped up and answered it. Eden turned an ear to the window.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “No, they’re both out right now.”

      “No.”

      “No.”

      “A few years, but he looks good.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I haven’t met her yet, but he told me her name.”

      “Uh-huh… Eve or Edie or something.”

      “Maybe, but hopefully it won’t come to that.”

      “All right.”

      “You too. Bye.”

      Eden and Olivia ducked down before Valerie could see them, then crept back to the car and started the engine.

      “She was talking about you, wasn’t she?” Olivia held her hands in front of the vent as hot air poured into the car. “Do you think that’s his old girlfriend, the one you were telling me about?”

      “It has to be,” said Eden. She cast a glance back toward the house.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Fight,” she said, then turned in the middle of the road and sped off.

      The next morning, Eden woke in a bad mood. Seeing another girl in Logan’s house had been gut-wrenching. It had to be Cecelia. There was no other explanation.

      After breakfast, Eden drove to school and waited for Logan in the parking lot.

      “Thanks for calling me back last night,” she snapped, crossing her arms.

      Logan climbed out of the car. “Good morning to you too,” he said, looking confused.

      “Who is she?” Eden demanded as she tapped her fingernails against her arm.

      “Who is who?” He grabbed his bag from the car.

      “The girl you have shacked up at your place. It’s Cecelia, isn’t it?”

      “Cecelia? What, no.”

      Now Eden was the one confused. “Okay. Well, if it isn’t Cecelia, who is it?”

      “Her name is Valerie,” Logan said in a whisper.

      “Is she your girlfriend?”

      Logan shook his head. “She’s not even my friend.”

      His words did little to assuage her anger.

      “Then why is she answering your phone?”

      Logan led Eden to a grove of trees where no one could hear them. “She’s here for a few days to check on things.”

      “What does that mean?” Eden dropped her arms.

      “After I used my powers to save the fawn,” he whispered, “the Council got wind of it. We’re forbidden from using our powers, especially in front of humans. Gwen says I just need to keep a low profile for a few days until this whole thing blows over, and Valerie will be out of my hair.”

      Eden felt better, but only marginally.

      “You believe me, don’t you?”

      Eden nodded, but she still had her doubts. Every time she closed her eyes, she kept imagining Valerie’s arms around Logan’s neck, the two of them embraced in a kiss. The mere thought of it was enough to make her blood boil.

      “Just answer this one question, and I promise I’ll drop it,” she told him. “Does she have feelings for you?”

      Logan hesitated.

      As anger poured through her, heat crept up the sides of Eden’s neck and face, ending at her hairline. “You know what? On second thought, don’t answer that,” she snapped, pushing past him.

      “Eden, wait!” Logan caught up with her at the edge of the grass. “You’re blowing this whole thing out of proportion.”

      Eden turned on her heel as a fresh wave of anger rippled through her. “Am I, Logan?” she hissed. “Just tell me the truth,” she pleaded, giving him one final opportunity to explain himself.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s complicated,” he answered vaguely. “But trust me when I tell you I have no feelings for Valerie. I’m in love with you, okay?” He tried to kiss her, but she leaned away.

      Despite the rage throbbing in her like a heartbeat, she said calmly, “I’m going to go now,” then turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      This was the first time Logan and Eden had fought since they began dating, so Logan wisely kept his distance, hoping Eden would calm down. But when two days passed without a word from her, Logan knew the only way to make things right was to come clean about Valerie.

      “This feels oddly familiar,” he said as he stood on Eden’s porch. But just like before, her icy expression told him she was in no mood for jokes.

      “What do you want, Logan?”

      “To explain myself,” he said. “I should have told you the whole story the other day. It’s just…” He dropped his gaze. “There’s so much about me you still don’t know. Sometimes I forget how difficult this must be for you.” His words had no effect on her. “If you’ll allow me, I’d like to tell you everything.”

      “Everything?”

      He nodded.

      Eden stepped out onto the porch and shut the door behind her.

      He sighed. “I suppose I should start at the beginning.” He looked up and saw Mary standing in the window, glowering at him. “But not here. Do you have time for a walk?”

      Eden looked at her watch. She still had an hour before work. “Fine,” she reluctantly agreed, and the two of them set off down the road.

      “Three days after I turned eighteen, there was a tremendous earthquake in San Francisco,” Logan began as he eased down the road. “That’s where I was born and raised,” he explained. “It was a Wednesday, a little after five in the morning. The whole place just started shaking. I had lived through tremors before, but nothing like this.” He walked on a few steps, gathering his thoughts. “My mother was in the kitchen cooking breakfast, my father in his bedroom getting ready for work, while my brother and sister—Edward and Evelyn—were across the hall getting ready for school. When the shaking began, I tried to reach them to make sure they were safe, but it all happened so fast.” He glanced in her direction, but her gaze was forward. “I was struck in the head by falling debris and blacked out. When I came to, everything was dark. I just remember thinking I was dead. Then, from out of the darkness, a hand appeared. It was Valerie.” He continued up the road. “I had seen her several times before that day. She lived with her family in the apartment below ours. She was a couple of years older than me, but she always said hello when we passed on the street or in the stairwell.”

      “So Valerie is also an angel?” Eden deduced.

      “Not yet,” Logan clarified. “We were brought into the program at the same time.” Logan came to a stop in the middle of the road. “When the shaking stopped, Valerie and I were still alive, but we were both badly injured. In fact, we were gravely injured. I blacked out again, and the next time I woke, I was in a hospital. That’s when I met Gwen for the first time.”

      “And what about your family; what happened to them?” Eden asked, fearing the answer.

      Logan’s expression grew dark. “They didn’t make it. Just after they pulled us out of the rubble, a fire consumed what was left of the building. Everyone inside who wasn’t already dead was burned alive.”

      Eden took a minute to digest his words. “Logan, I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not something I like to talk about.” He turned and started up the road again. “When it was all over and we had healed from our injuries, Valerie and I got swept up in the program. I won’t lie. I found her attractive, at first. There was even a moment when I thought there might be something between us, but nothing ever happened.”

      “And what about her—how does she feel about you?”

      Logan sighed. “She would like for it to be more, but not because she loves me,” he was quick to say. “You see, Valerie is playing a game. She has her sights set on becoming an archangel, and she thinks the way to get there is by she and I joining forces. But I have no interest in that. My interest is here, with you.”

      Eden wanted to believe him. “What about when you leave… when I leave… if I leave? Life seems to be pulling us in different directions rather than bringing us together.”

      Logan was quiet for a minute, then said, “What if I told you I no longer wanted to become an angel?”

      That was a possibility Eden hadn’t considered. She turned and looked at him. “Why? Not because of me, surely?”

      “Not just because of you,” he admitted. “It’s something I’ve been considering for a while now.” He plodded along, staring at his feet.

      Eden didn’t quite know how to respond. “What would that mean? How would you do it? Could you do it?”

      Logan shrugged. “But if it was possible, what would you think?”

      They had arrived at the bridge. Eden stopped and took Logan’s hands. “I never thought I’d say this, but I think I love you more than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re kind and funny and handsome, but…” Her expression fell. “I don’t want to be the reason you give up your dream, the same way I know you don’t want to be the reason I give up mine. I would rather us be apart and be happy than be miserable together.”

      “But that’s just it… I won’t be happy if I’m not with you,” he said, gazing into her eyes.

      “And neither would I… for a while.” She dropped his hands and looked away. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from being with you these months, it’s that no matter what happens in our lives, we must find a way to move on. After Adam died, I didn’t think moving on was a possibility, but now… well, I know better.” She raised her eyes to his. “I’m not saying it would be easy, but…”

      “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?” Logan asked.

      “No,” she answered with a smile. “Of course not. But I don’t want either of us to make any rash decisions. The next few months are going to bring a lot of changes, and I want us to think about the future and consider the possibility that this time we have together between now and the end of summer might be it. And if it is, I don’t want to waste another minute fighting with you over Valerie or Gwen or the Council. I just want it to be me and you.”

      Logan circled his arms around Eden, pulling her into a hug. “So do I,” he said, his heart aching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      CATASTROPHE

      A few days later, Eden got the call she had been waiting for.

      “Ms. Shaw, it’s Helen Freed from the Columbus College of Art & Design. How are you this afternoon?”

      Eden’s heart nearly jumped out of her chest. “Fine, Mrs. Freed. How are you?”

      “Very well, thank you. Listen, I’m reaching out to all our candidates this week to let them know my team and I have met and discussed who we think might be a fit for our program. As I told you when we last met, we had only one remaining scholarship, which meant this decision was very difficult.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Eden tried to remain calm.

      “I’ll cut to the chase, Ms. Shaw.”

      Oh no, here it comes. Eden sat down at the edge of the bed and braced for the worst.

      “After careful consideration, I’m delighted to inform you that both the committee and I feel confident you will make a great addition to the team of artists and designers we have starting in the fall.”

      For a moment, Eden had an out-of-body experience. Her mind went blank, and time itself seemed to stand still.

      “Ms. Shaw, are you there?”

      “Yes ma’am, I am,” she answered, finding a voice. “I just… Thank you… I mean, I can’t believe it,” she said as she descended back to earth.

      “I realize this is an exciting time for you,” said Helen. “So rather than send a letter through the mail, I wanted to tell you myself. I don’t say this often, Ms. Shaw, but if you work hard and devote yourself, I believe you have a bright future in the art world.”

      “Oh my God, wow. Thank you, Mrs. Freed. Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me.” She put a hand to her mouth to keep from screaming. “Oh, I almost forgot,” she said, gathering herself, “what about the scholarship money? Will I have to pay for anything? I mean out of my own pocket?”

      Helen chuckled. “Everything will be taken care of by the school—tuition, room and board, books, and materials,” she reassured her. “The only thing you’ll pay for are meals if you decide to eat off-campus. How does that sound?”

      Eden fell back on the bed. “Like a dream come true,” she said, holding back the tears.

      “Wonderful. In that case, I’ll pencil you in for our fall semester. I’ll have someone from admissions send you a packet in a few days with all the particulars. In the meantime, we need to schedule a time for you and your family to visit our campus. I’ll have my assistant, Lexi, handle that. Again, congratulations, Ms. Shaw, and on behalf of the faculty and staff at the Columbus College of Art & Design, welcome.”

      When Eden hung up the phone, she rolled over and screamed into her pillow. All the hard work, time, effort, and energy had finally paid off, and now her ticket out of Avondale was firmly within her grasp.

      When she had composed herself, Eden tried to reach Logan, but he wasn’t home. So she called Olivia and Hannah and told them the good news. By the time her parents got home, she was ready to burst. She sat them down in the living room and told them about her conversation with Helen. Steve was ecstatic, and so was Mary, but deep down, she knew what this meant, that her one and only child soon would be moving away, and there was the real possibility she would never again live in Avondale. But Mary hid her disappointment because this day belonged to Eden.

      When Logan finally heard the good news, he was over the moon. As Eden explain the details, Logan thought about that first day and how far she had come since then.
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        * * *

      

      After sticking around for almost a week, Valerie finally returned home to Chicago where she promised to speak favorably of Logan in her report to the Council.

      The next several weeks passed rather benignly. School dragged on as did Logan’s work at the farm. With the anxiety over college off her shoulders, Eden’s focus returned to the anniversary of Adam’s death.

      On the eve of Valentine’s Day, Eden went to her room after dinner but didn’t go to sleep. She stayed up and wrote in her journal for a long time, reflecting on how much her life had changed over the past twelve months. When she finished writing, she went to the window and gazed at the stars. It was a clear and cold night, the blanket of newly fallen snow awash in silver light. Turning her eyes to the heavens, Eden asked God for a miracle, promising that if he granted her this one wish, she would do whatever it took to repay the favor, including going back to church.
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        * * *

      

      Two streets over, as Logan lay in his room with the light off, he was overcome with the feeling that something terrible was going to happen. He had felt it for some time. Attempting to take his mind off things, his thoughts turned to Eden. Tomorrow would be difficult, but he knew that if she could make it through the day, she would have crossed a significant hurdle on the road to recovery. Wrestling with his thoughts, Logan stayed awake until midnight, then drifted off but was awakened by the phone shortly after two.

      He fumbled for the receiver in the dark and held it to his ear.

      “Hello,” he said in a thick and groggy voice.

      The sound of crying on the other end of the line caught his attention.

      “Eden?” He flicked on the lamp and sat up in bed. “Eden, is that you?”

      More crying.

      “It’s me,” he heard a voice say, but it didn’t belong to Eden.

      “Claire? What’s the matter?”

      “I… can’t… do this… anymore,” she said, crying hysterically into the phone.

      “Can’t do what? Claire? Claire!”

      A second later, the line went dead. Logan jumped out of bed. Hastily putting on jeans and a shirt, he moved toward the door.

      “What’s the matter?” Gwen asked, greeting him in the hall.

      “Something’s happened with Claire,” he said in a panic. “I’m going to check on her.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No, I can handle this on my own,” Logan said as he stepped into his shoes and shrugged on his jacket.

      It took precisely nine minutes for Logan to get from his house to Claire’s, and by the time he arrived, the place was dark and quiet. Claire’s car was the only one in the drive, leaving him with a sinking feeling. After peering through the windows and finding nothing out of the ordinary, he rang the bell. When Claire didn’t answer, he found the key in the sconce, unlocked the front door, and ran upstairs to her bedroom. There, lying face down on the floor, was Claire. Beside her was an empty pill bottle and what remained of a fifth of vodka. Logan quickly assessed the situation.

      He picked up the phone and dialed 911. When he hung up, Logan rolled Claire onto her back and checked for a pulse. Faint and fading fast. She was out of time. Logan had but one option.

      Closing his eyes, Logan summoned all the energy he had. Hovering his hands above Claire’s chest, he concentrated on her heartbeat. With all his strength, he conjured the light and held it there for several seconds. But sirens in the distance broke his concentration and the light faded. Exhausted, Logan fell to the floor, hoping what he’d done was enough to keep Claire alive until she reached the hospital.

      When the paramedics arrived, Claire was unconscious but still alive. The EMTs put her on a stretcher and hurried her into the back of the ambulance. Logan followed them out. And as the ambulance sped off into the night, sirens blaring, Logan sat down in the driveway and cried.

      And then a troubling thought entered his mind. What if Gwen was right? What if, by loving Eden, his ability to be an effective angel was compromised? No, he thought, forcing the thought out of his head.

      When Logan finally made it to Eden’s house, it was after three. He mounted the porch and knocked on the door. A minute later Steve appeared, looking dazed and confused.

      “Logan, is everything all right?”

      “No sir,” Logan confessed, distraught. “Can I talk to Eden? Please, it’s urgent.”

      Steve went upstairs and woke Eden. A minute later, she appeared in her pajamas, rubbing her eyes.

      “What is it? What’s happened?”

      “It’s Claire!” he informed her.

      Eden brought him into the living and sat him down in the chair. “Tell me what happened.” Her mind was racing.

      “Claire tried to commit suicide tonight.” Logan’s eyes reddened.

      “Oh my God.” The color drained from Eden’s face.

      By then, Mary had joined Steve in the foyer, trying to make sense of the chaos.

      “Is she all right?” Eden asked, feeling suddenly hollow.

      Logan dropped his head. “I don’t know. The ambulance took her to the hospital, but she was unconscious. I tried to save her,” he said, looking at Eden through blurry eyes, “but…”

      “Give me a minute to get dressed, and we’ll go to the hospital.” She told her mom and dad to stay with Logan while she got ready. A few minutes later, she returned, alert. “Come on.” She grabbed her purse. “I’ll drive.”

      Together they drove to the hospital, finding the waiting room empty when they arrived.

      “Are we the only ones here? Where are Rachel and Terry?”

      “They must be out of town,” said Logan. “Neither of their cars were in the drive when I showed up.”

      Eden put a hand to her head. “God, that means they don’t even know yet.” Suddenly, Eden felt a tremendous weight on her shoulders. “We need to get Madison on the phone,” she said, thinking clearly. “She’ll know how to reach them.”

      “You call Madison,” Logan directed. “I’m going to see if I can find out anything from the nurses.”

      Eden searched for a phone while Logan went to the nurse’s station and asked them about Claire. Unfortunately, there was little they could tell him other than the doctors were working on her.

      Exhausted and with a heavy heart, Logan found an empty chair near the water fountain and sat down. A few minutes later, Eden joined him.

      “Well, that was awkward.” Eden said. “Madison was hysterical, of course, but she’s having her folks reach out to Claire’s parents. She’s also going to call everyone from school. I imagine it won’t be long until half the senior class is here.” Eden leaned back and stared at the ceiling as her mind drifted to the year before. “I hate hospitals,” she said after a minute, crinkling her nose as the smell of bleach wafted through the air. “I’d rather be anywhere but here, especially today.”

      “I know,” said Logan, taking her by the hand. “The timing is horrible.”

      The minutes passed slowly then, and somewhere after four, Eden fell asleep, resting her head against Logan’s shoulder. But for Logan, sleep was impossible. Between beating himself up over not being there for Claire and having used his powers, he was worried his time in Avondale was over.

      Madison arrived just before five and brought a crowd with her. Soon every seat in the waiting room was filled as the news of Claire’s suicide attempt spread like wildfire.

      A few minutes before seven, a doctor emerged from the double doors and removed his mask. By then, Claire’s parents were there, anxiously awaiting word. The doctor pulled them aside and whispered a few words. Logan observed them, studying their faces carefully, searching for any sign of news. At least they didn’t break down, which meant there was still hope that she was going to make it.

      Once Terry and Rachel had gone back to see Claire, the doctor addressed those in the waiting room.

      “She’s going to make it,” he announced, sending a wave of relief rippling through them. “We have her stabilized, but we’ll need to monitor her for a couple of days.”

      Everyone was hugging and crying, and as they celebrated the good news, the doctor found Logan and asked if he could speak to him. Logan and Eden got up and followed him into the nurse’s lounge.

      “Are you the young man who called in the ambulance?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Young man, you’re a hero.” He shook Logan’s hand. “That young lady back there owes her life to you. If you hadn’t found her when you did, I don’t think she would have made it. You should be proud of yourself.”

      “Thank you,” Logan said, but he didn’t feel proud. Instead, he felt an overwhelming sense of guilt.

      When Logan dropped Eden off at her house, he was exhausted, having been up most of the night.

      “Call me later?” she said, wearily exiting the car.

      “As soon as I get some sleep,” he said, then drove off.

      Steve and Mary were on the couch watching TV when Eden entered.

      “How is she?” Mary asked anxiously.

      “She’s going to make it,” Eden answered, shrugging sluggishly out of her jacket.

      “Was it really a suicide attempt?” Steve asked, still in disbelief.

      Eden nodded solemnly.

      “I don’t know what to say.” He looked grief-stricken. “How anyone can get that low is beyond my comprehension.” He looked to Mary, but her eyes were on Eden.

      Eden thought about that for a minute but didn’t respond. Instead, she made her way into the kitchen and filled a bowl with cereal and milk.

      “I know you and Claire haven’t been friends since Adam died,” Mary said. “But your dad and I want you to know how sorry we are.”

      Eden didn’t know how to respond. She’d been angry at Claire for so long, but this changed everything.

      “For us, she’s still that little girl who used to stay over on weekends,” Mary continued as a smile broke across her face. “You girls used to play dress-up, and when Dad wasn’t looking, I’d sneak in some of my makeup for you to put on. Remember?”

      Her words resurrected a memory in Eden long forgotten. It was of her and Claire the summer before high school began when they stayed up all night talking about what the next four years would be like. At the time, neither of them, even in their wildest dreams, could have imagined this was what the future held.

      “I remember,” she said, coming back to the present. “Those were some of the best times of my life.”

      “What exactly happened between the two of you?” Mary inquired. “I assume it has something to with Adam, but…”

      Eden gestured to the open chair, and Mary sat.

      “After Adam died, Claire said some terrible things about me, about us,” she said, raising her eyes to her mom. “I suppose she was angry. After all, it was my fault Adam got shot.”

      “No. Sweetheart, that’s ridiculous. It wasn’t your fault at all.”

      Eden hesitated, thinking of Caleb. “Nevertheless, she wasn’t in her right frame of mind. None of us were.” She took another bite of cereal. “But after the things she said, there was no going back.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” Mary said consolingly. “But that doesn’t mean you have to remain enemies. Hating each other is easy. It’s learning to forgive that’s hard.” She paused, letting that sink in. “In time, I think you and Claire will find you have more in common than you realize, and who knows, perhaps you will learn to be friends again someday.”

      When their conversation was over, Eden lumbered to her room and collapsed on her bed, not even taking the time to kick off her shoes.

      Around four, her mother’s voice prodded her from a deep sleep.

      “Logan’s on the phone,” she whispered from the doorway, seeing Eden’s eyes flicker. “Want me to tell him you’ll call him back later?”

      “No,” Eden said groggily, attempting to kick-start her brain. “Thanks.” She sat up and rubbed her eyes, then found the phone.

      “Did I wake you?” Logan asked.

      “Yes, but it’s fine,” she said, yawning.

      “Sorry. I figured you’d be up by now.”

      “Mom and I stayed up for a while talking after I got home, so…”

      “I talked to Madison about an hour ago,” said Logan. “She said Claire was awake and talking.”

      “Thank God,” said Eden, relieved.

      “I know, right?”

      “We should probably go see her,” Eden offered, thinking that it might be time to bury the hatchet.

      “I agree, but let’s wait until tomorrow,” he suggested. “I’m sure she’s already exceeded her allotted number of visitors today.”

      “Good point. I work the early shift tomorrow, so any time after one is good.”

      “I’ll pick you up then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      CONFESSIONS

      When Gwen arrived home later that evening, Logan was waiting for her in the living room.

      “How’s Claire?” She put her bags down in the foyer.

      “She’s going to make it,” Logan answered as he stared at his hands.

      “That’s good to hear.” She shed her coat and hung it in the closet. “What about you? How are you holding up?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      Gwen made a move for the kitchen.

      “Did you know this was going to happen?” he asked, his tone serious. Logan had spent the afternoon concocting several scenarios in his head, some of which cast Gwen as the lead conspirator in an attempt to get him to use his powers.

      “Of course not,” Gwen said defensively.

      Logan eyed her intently.

      “If I had known, don’t you think I would have said something?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to think anymore.” Logan scratched his head. “Are you absolutely certain it was Eden I was sent here to save?”

      “Yes,” Gwen answered without hesitation. “I have the documents if you want to see them.”

      He shook his head. “I trust you.” Logan went to the window and watched as long shadows stretched out across the lawn.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?” Gwen asked.

      Logan hesitated, then said, “I had to use my powers again last night, to save Claire.”

      Gwen was silent for a moment, then went to the bar. She poured herself a bourbon and sat down. “Well, what’s done is done,” she finally said as she looked up from her drink.

      “You’re not mad?” he asked, surprised.

      Gwen took a sip, then said, “You did what you had to do. Honestly, I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing if I’d been in your position.” She downed the drink, then poured another. “Actually, I thought something like this might happen,” she said miserably as she stared into the glass.

      “You did?” Logan turned from the window to face her.

      “While you’ve been busy saving Eden and Claire, I’ve been working an angle of my own,” she told him. “I didn’t tell you, but last month when I was at the safe house, Paschar was there. She told me about a vision she had of someone from the hidden places being in Avondale.”

      Hidden places? Logan thought, having heard that term somewhere before. Then it came to him. “Wait, you don’t think…”

      “Aza,” Gwen said, stone-faced. “Paschar said in her vision it was someone very powerful. We know Aza was in Atlanta as recently as last year, so it’s not a stretch.”

      “But why here of all places?” Logan asked, troubled at the possibility.

      “That’s the part I can’t figure out.” Gwen finished her bourbon. “But him being here would also explain why this case is so strange. Combine that with the fact that you’ve not only had to save one person from suicide but two, and I can’t help but think Aza is somehow responsible.”

      Logan felt a chill wash over him.

      “And if I’m right,” Gwen went on, “the use of your powers to save Claire is the least of our worries.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Eden woke early and got dressed for work. She put on her favorite jeans and a baby-blue sweater her parents bought her for Christmas. It just matched Logan’s eyes. As she examined herself in the mirror, she liked what she saw. The girl that had only months before been staring into the abyss had clawed her way back and was thriving. And as she reached for her lip gloss, she noticed the bracelet on her arm and a smile crossed her face. Logan was wrong; he could bring people back from the dead, at least metaphorically speaking.

      After working the morning shift at the store, Eden waited for Logan to pick her up. They drove to the hospital and parked in an empty spot near the front of the building.

      “Before we go inside, there’s something I need to tell you,” he said, looking grim.

      “What is it?”

      “When I found Claire the other night, she was almost dead,” he confessed. The image of her lying there on the floor was permanently seared into his brain.

      “I know,” said Eden, comforting him. “I can’t imagine, but at least you got there in time.”

      “That’s just the thing,” Logan said, searching for the words. “I didn’t get there in time.”

      “What do you mean?” Her uneasiness turned to concern.

      “I had to intervene.”

      “Intervene? Does that mean you had to use your powers?” she asked, thinking back to the day he healed the fawn.

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Okay,” Eden said, thinking. “But you saved her life. That has to count for something, right?”

      Logan shook his head. “By using my powers to save Claire, I put us at risk. If Gwen can’t convince the Council I had no other choice, I could be pulled from this case, or worse, removed from the program.”

      “Oh.” Eden’s brows shot up as she began to fully understand the consequences of his actions.

      “Yeah, oh.” Logan laid his head back against the seat.

      “Does this mean Valerie will be coming back?” Eden asked carefully. She’d endured one of her visits already but never wanted to see her again.

      “I don’t know,” Logan dejectedly. “It’s possible, or it could be one of the others.”

      “You mean there are more?”

      Logan nodded.

      “Look at me.” Eden turned Logan’s face toward her. “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it, okay? What you did was beyond amazing, and I’ll stand by you no matter what.”

      “I can always count on you to make me feel better,” he said, producing a smile. “Thank you.”

      They kissed briefly, then when it was time for Eden’s visit, she went inside and made her way to Claire’s room.

      Traversing the long hallway, Eden stopped at the last door on the left and took a deep breath. This was the moment she had been dreading for almost a year. After knocking gently, she pushed open the door to find Rachel sitting in the chair beside the bed.

      She looked up. “Come in,” Rachel whispered. “She’s sleeping right now, but I know she wants to see you.”

      I don’t know about that, Eden thought as she brandished a crooked smile.

      “How are your mom and dad?” Rachel gave her a hug. “I haven’t seen them in a while.”

      “They’re good.”

      “Well, tell them I said hello, will you? I miss seeing you guys.”

      “I will. And sorry,” she added, “about everything with Claire. I had no idea she was… you know…”

      Rachel sighed as she turned and stared at her daughter. “Ever since Adam left us, she hasn’t been the same. He meant the world to her, but I guess you already knew that.” Her smile was pained. “Anyway, I just hope she got this out of her system, and we can get things back on track. Well, let me get out of here while you spend some time together. If you need me, I’ll be down the hall getting something to drink.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Farmer.”

      Rachel smiled and slipped out of the room, leaving Eden alone with Claire. After a minute of awkward silence, Eden found the chair by the window and sat down, letting the afternoon sunlight warm her back.

      “I don’t really know where to start,” Eden said, looking down at her shoes. “The doctor says you’re going to make a full recovery, so thank God for that.” She tried to hold a smile, but it faded. “I should have listened to Logan. He tried to tell me something was wrong with you, but I guess I didn’t pay attention or didn’t want to pay attention.” She paused, raising her eyes to Claire. “Mom and I were having a conversation yesterday, and she reminded me of all the times you used to stay over. That’s when we used to tell each other everything. I bet you don’t even remember those days.” Eden dropped her eyes. “I guess what I’m trying to say is this whole thing has made me realize I don’t want to be your enemy anymore. I liked things better when we were friends. So if someone needs to say I’m sorry first, then let it be me, because I am, about everything.”

      “Me too,” said Claire, her eyelids moving slowly.

      Eden looked up. “Claire?”

      Claire held out her hand and Eden took it.

      “How much of that did you hear?” Eden asked, fighting embarrassment.

      “Enough to know you want to be friends again,” she said in a weak voice. “I’m sorry too, by the way. I was a real bitch.”

      Eden laughed, feeling the tension melt.

      “You don’t have to be so happy about it,” said Claire, smiling.

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone how you were feeling?” Eden asked, trading her smile for a frown. “Madison or Renea…”

      “I did,” she confessed. “But they ignored me. Logan was the only one who would listen. Then, when you two started dating, he kept his distance out of respect for you, and I get that. It’s just…”

      Eden felt incredibly small. “You could have come to me.”

      Claire rolled her head and looked at Eden. “Could I?”

      “But you could have talked to Mrs. Givens or your parents.”

      “I was embarrassed,” Claire said. “Besides, what would I have told them—that I couldn’t handle it on my own? Everyone has these expectations of me—my parents, teachers, everyone at school, especially the guys. They all want something from me, like I’m here for their amusement or something. Then I met Logan, and he made me realize I was more than that. He saw me as a person instead of an object.” Claire looked at Eden. “You’re lucky, you know, to have someone like him. Guys like Logan don’t come around very often.”

      It was true; Logan was one in a million.

      “He saved my life last night. Did he tell you?”

      Eden nodded.

      “If I live to be a hundred, I can never repay him for what he’s done.” She squeezed Eden’s hand again.

      “There’s something I think you need to know,” Eden said after a long pause. She took a deep breath. “You’re not the only one in this room who’s tried to commit suicide.”

      Claire cocked her head to the side, giving Eden a look of disbelief. “You? Why?”

      Eden shook her head. “After Adam died, I couldn’t breathe. I thought life as I knew it was over, and I guess, in a way, it was. I went to therapy and counseling and did all the things everyone wanted me to do, but nothing seemed to help. In fact, things only got worse. The day Logan showed up, I was going to jump from the top of the football stadium.”

      “Eden! What the hell?”

      “I know, but I was in a dark place,” she said with tears in her eyes. “And I didn’t see a way out. Anyway, he was there on the bleachers that morning. If not for him, I think I would have jumped.” A cold shiver climbed her spine as she recalled the details of that morning.

      “Well, thank God for Logan,” said Claire.

      “Yeah, thank God,” Eden muttered, then dried her eyes. “But since then, I’ve realized what a huge mistake that would have been. I miss Adam every day, and there will always be a part of me that loves him, but I have my entire life in front of me, and so do you.” She squeezed Claire’s hand.

      “I don’t know,” said Claire. “I’ve really screwed things up this time. Mrs. Davis kicked me off the squad, my grades are shit, and now Mom and Terry want to send me to rehab.” She looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “But maybe it’s for the best,” she said after a moment of contemplation. “Some time away from Avondale might be the best thing for me.”

      “Well, whatever you decide, just know I’m here for you,” Eden said.

      “Thanks, Eden. That really means a lot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      THE STORM

      On Sunday morning, there was a knock at the door. Logan sat up in bed, listening intently as Gwen answered it. The sound of Valerie’s voice caused his heart to sink, and this time she didn’t come alone.

      Logan rolled out of bed and slid into a pair of jeans, then slipped across the hall to the bathroom, where he splashed some water on his face before running a hand through his messy hair. Once he was fully dressed, he descended to the dining room, where Gwen was pouring tea for Valerie and Micah.

      Logan paused in the doorway as three sets of eyes turned to him.

      Micah was first to address him. “Mr. James,” he said, rising from his seat. “Won’t you join us?” He spoke in a deep, cavernous voice.

      Logan’s gaze fell to Valerie. She looked up at him with a cold and unyielding expression.

      “Tea?” Gwen did her best to cut the tension.

      “No, thanks,” Logan said, taking a seat.

      “We hate to barge in on you like this, Logan.” Valerie got straight to the point. “But Micah and I are on a tight schedule. As you might expect, the nature of our visit is an unpleasant one. The Council requested Micah accompany me so that we could discuss the details of your exit strategy from Avondale.”

      Just as Logan feared, he was being pulled from the case. Rather than lash out at them, Logan held his tongue.

      “What Ms. Devereaux is trying to say,” said Micah, “is that your services are no longer needed here. Prior to making the trip, Paschar and I reviewed Ms. Shaw’s case file, and we believe her need for a guardian has come to an end. We no longer feel she is in danger. In that respect, you’ve done an admirable job. In fact, I’d go so far as to say you’ve exceeded expectations in saving not only one life but two.”

      Logan waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “But therein lies the problem.” Micah became serious. “It’s the circumstance surrounding this latest episode that have us worried,” he went on, frowning. “Your reckless use of power has some on the Council concerned that you are incapable of following orders.”

      Seeing that Logan was starting to lose his patience, Valerie interjected. “After a lengthy and spirited discussion with the Council, they are recommending you be reassigned a new case under the tutelage of a new Watcher.”

      “A new Watcher? Why?” Logan turned his eyes to Gwen. “Gwen and I have been together since the beginning,” he reminded them.

      “True,” Micah affirmed. “You and Gwen have been a formidable team, and she has taught you a great deal, but to get you where you need to be, we feel—the Council feels—that someone with more experience is required to take you the final mile. You have a bright future, Logan, and the Council expects great things from you,” Micah added with some enthusiasm. “Most great Watchers have had many mentors throughout their careers, so look at this as an opportunity rather than a punishment.”

      When Logan had digested Micah’s words, he waited for Gwen to come to his defense. But instead, she just sat there, staring into her cup of tea.

      Having heard enough, Logan excused himself and went to his room.

      A few minutes later, Valerie appeared in the doorway. “You really should learn to control your anger, Logan. Micah could very easily terminate you from the program. He has the power to do so, you know.”

      “I thought I held it together pretty well,” he said in his own defense.

      “Look, I know I’m probably the last person you want to hear this from,” she said as she eased in his direction. “But we’re trying to protect you. You’re a valuable asset, and we don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to lose you.”

      Logan raised his eyes to her. “You know as well as I do, Val, that I did nothing wrong.”

      Valerie sat down on the bed beside him and sighed. “Believe it or not, I agree with you. But unfortunately, we have rules, Logan, and they must be followed. If not, the whole chain of command breaks down.”

      “So you think I should have let her die?”

      “People die every day,” Valerie replied matter-of-factly. “I know that sounds cold, but it’s a reality. Death is an inevitability no mortal can escape. You, of all people, should know that.”

      “And so should you,” he retorted. “We were in that fire together, remember?”

      “How could I forget?” she said, looking shocked. “I lost my family, too.” She stood and went to the window. “Look, I know you think I’m a terrible person, but I’m not. I’m just trying to make the most of a difficult situation.” She turned back to Logan. “Do you think I enjoy having to come here and pass along these messages? It breaks my heart to see you like this.”

      “Does it?” He cast a wary glance in her direction.

      “We’re on the same side, you and me,” she reassured him. “Sometimes I think you forget that.” She returned to the bed and sat down. “Believe it or not, I’m glad you found Eden. I bet you thought you’d never hear me say that.” She conjured a smile, then let it fade. “After the whole incident with Cecelia, I felt awful. I’ll admit I handled it poorly, but my heart was broken. I was still in love with you, and it hurt me to see you with someone else. But I regret every day turning you in to the Council.”

      “You?” He stared at her in disbelief. “And all this time I thought it was Gwen.”

      “I’m not proud of it, but yes, it was me.”

      “If you’re so remorseful, promise me that same thing won’t happen to Eden. For as much as I loved Cecelia, I love Eden that much more.”

      Valerie dropped her eyes and looked away.

      Realizing the decision had already been made, Logan asked, “how much longer?”

      “A month, give or take,” she said, her gaze returning to him. “The paperwork alone will take several weeks. Logan, if there was anything I could do…”

      “Let me guess. They’re going to bring back Adam, aren’t they?”

      “H-How did you know?”

      “Because I know how cruel they can be,” he said, astonished that this was happening to him again.

      “I want you to know I had nothing to do with this,” Valerie insisted. “If you don’t believe me, you can ask Micah yourself. That’s why I didn’t want to make this trip. I didn’t want to see the look on your face when you found out.” Her expression was tormented.

      “Can I at least be the one to break the news to her?” Logan asked. “Surely the Council owes me at least that, don’t you think?”

      “I believe we can make that happen.” Micah appeared in the doorway.

      Logan looked up at him and gave an icy stare.

      “I know you’re not happy with me right now,” Micah said, “but this is for the best. You have to trust me on this. Once you’re a Watcher, things will be different, you’ll see. But until then the rules are the rules, without exception.”

      Logan thought about arguing but decided against it, knowing it would only make things worse. “If you’ll excuse me.” He brushed past Micah on his way to the hall.

      “Where are you going?” Micah asked.

      “To break a young lady’s heart.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Eden sat on the porch, counting down the minutes until six o’clock. And as she gazed across the street at the western sky, she noticed ominous clouds growing on the horizon. The weather called for severe storms, but Eden hoped it would hold off until after her walk.

      She and Logan met at the stop sign at six as planned, and after a hug and kiss, they began their journey to the bridge and back.

      “So what was on the menu tonight?” Logan inquired. “Spaghetti? Lasagna? It’s Italian night, isn’t it?”

      “Actually, Mom decided to make tacos, which was odd.”

      Logan raised an eyebrow.

      “I guess even she can be unpredictable at times,” said Eden, still unsure why her mother had broken routine. “But it was a nice change of pace. Not that I don’t like Italian. It’s just…”

      “Sometimes a change of pace can be a good thing,” Logan told her as he offered his hand. “It’s easy to get in a rut, but almost impossible to get out of one.”

      Eden took his hand. Keeping to the side of the road, they walked in silence, breathing in the fresh spring air.

      When they reached the end of the blacktop, they moved to the center of the lane. They strolled leisurely, side by side, taking note of the massive flocks of birds flying overhead.

      “Where do you think they’re all going?” Eden asked, her eyes turning skyward.

      “Some place safe, I imagine,” said Logan, watching them as they turned in unison. “Birds don’t like to be caught out in a storm.”

      “Do you ever wish you were a bird?” Eden asked, closing her eyes and daydreaming. “You know, so you could be wild and free, high above the world.”

      “But then I wouldn’t know you.”

      She smiled bashfully. “You’re never at a loss for words, are you?”

      Logan smiled back. “But seriously, I like who I am, don’t you?”

      “Sometimes.” She looked down at her feet. “I just wish life wasn’t always so hard.”

      “When I was younger,” Logan began, “Gwen used to remind me that without time and pressure, a lump of coal would not have become a diamond.” He smiled happily. “I’ve always wanted to use that in conversation.”

      “And you say I’m the philosophical one.” They walked on. “But I get your point. I just wish I could jump straight to being a diamond and skip all the pain and suffering, that’s all.”

      “You probably don’t want to hear this, but they say God will never give us more than we can take or something like that. Despite my occupation, I’m not great at quoting scripture, as you can probably tell.”

      “I think that’s pretty close,” she said, recalling a sermon she’d heard Reverend Clark give on the book of Job. “And I believe that, I do,” she added, “but that must mean God thinks I’m really strong. Sometimes it would be nice not to have to be so strong.”

      Logan appeared to be thinking again and walked on a few steps before responding. “If you need a soft place to fall, I’m always here for you,” he said, then ventured a look in her direction.

      Eden looked over and smiled. “I know,” she said tenderly, laying her head on his shoulder.

      They passed Mr. Jenkins’s place and waved at him as he sat in his rocker on the front porch.

      “Did you ever get that old barn cleaned out?” Eden asked Logan as it came into view.

      “Almost.” Logan craned his neck. “It’s been slow going but give it another week or so and it’ll be done.”

      “What then?” she asked, setting her gaze on the road ahead.

      “The fence needs staining. After that, who knows.” Logan’s voice faded.

      Eden looked in his direction. “What is it?” she asked, noticing that he looked troubled.

      “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “This is about Valerie, isn’t it?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I had a dream last night,” Eden said. “A nightmare, actually. We were standing on opposite sides of a wide canyon, unable to cross, and Valerie was there with you. She was here, wasn’t she?” Eden asked, getting the sense that her dream was more than a random occurrence.

      “Yes. They came by this morning. In fact, they just left before I came to see you.”

      “They?”

      “She brought Micah with her this time.”

      “Is Micah an angel too?”

      Logan nodded. “He is the archangel in charge of miracles.”

      Eden raised an eyebrow. “What did they want?” She strolled ahead as her mind raced.

      “To tell me I am being reassigned.” Logan stopped in the middle of the road.

      Eden turned and looked at him. “What? When?”

      “I’ll be leaving next month,” he told her. “And that’s not all. They want me to report to someone new.”

      “What about Gwen?”

      “She’ll stay here with me until we leave. Then she’ll be sent to mentor someone new.”

      “Logan, I’m sorry,” Eden said, trying to make sense of it all. “This isn’t because of me, is it?”

      “Not entirely,” he said.

      Eden frowned.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I’ll think of something.”

      As they rounded the bend in the road, the bridge came into view. Above them, dark and ominous clouds overtook the sky. Taking note of the treetops, which began to bend to the east under the freshening breeze, they quickened their pace.

      In the distance, the roll of thunder echoed over the vast expanse.

      “A big storm is coming.” Logan cast a wary eye to the horizon. “I can feel it.”

      “So can I,” said Eden, feeling a shiver climb her spine.

      “Come on.” He put his arm around her. “I think it’s time we headed back.”

      They started down the road with a sense of urgency. They had been so enraptured with their walk that they failed to recognize the storm was nearly upon them. By the time they made it back to Mr. Jenkins’s drive, lightning lit up the sky.

      “Just a little farther,” shouted Logan over the roar of the wind.

      But Eden was having difficulty staying upright.

      “Jump on my back.” He bent down, and she got behind him and circled her arms around his neck. Once she was secure, he rose up, balanced, then began marching in long, heavy strides.

      “Are you sure you can hold me?” she asked in his ear.

      “Piece of cake,” he said, gaining momentum.

      When they reached the stop sign and Eden’s house came into view, and the sky, which had been threatening rain ever since they were standing on the bridge, opened up. With lightning striking all around them, Logan made it as far as the edge of Eden’s yard when he lost his balance and fell, sending them both crashing to the ground.

      Soaked in water and mud, Logan and Eden lay on their backs, laughing hysterically into an angry sky.

      Logan rolled over and worked his way upright, then helped Eden to her feet, and together they made it to the safety of the porch.

      “You look like a wet rat,” Eden teased.

      “Thanks a lot,” said Logan, wiping the hair from in front of his eyes. “We certainly didn’t time that right, did we?” He pulled his knees to his chest.

      “I don’t know.” Eden stared out at the rain. “Actually, that was kind of fun. It reminds me of when I was a little girl. Olivia and I used to lie in the road and wait for the puddles to rise up around us and pretend we were swimming.” A smile broke across her face.

      “I wish I could have known you then,” Logan said thoughtfully.

      Eden turned and looked at him. “Why?” she asked curiously.

      “Just to see what you were like before all the tragedy.”

      Eden thought about that. “I was the same then as I am now.” But she knew that wasn’t true.

      “Death has a way of changing us,” he said philosophically as he stared at the rain.

      As night fell, Eden went inside and changed clothes, grabbed one of her dad’s old sweatshirts and a pair of jogging pants, and gave them to Logan. When they had changed out of their wet clothes, they sat on the porch for a long time, listening to the rain. The hours melted away, and as the storm passed, giving way to a starry night, Eden lay down with her head in Logan’s lap and fell asleep.

      Sometime after midnight, the jingling of the wind chimes drew Logan from a dream. And for the briefest of moments, he had the feeling someone or something was watching them. Scanning the night, he found nothing out of place. Satisfied that it must be his imagination, he woke Eden and told her he needed to get home.

      “What time is it?” she muttered, her eyes still shut.

      “After midnight,” he whispered. “I’m sure Gwen is worried sick by now.”

      She sat up as Logan rose to his feet. “Tell your dad thanks for the clothes,” he said as he stepped off the porch. “I’ll bring them back tomorrow.”

      “Be careful.” Eden waved at him as he dodged the puddles on the way to his car.

      She went inside and climbed the stairs to her room when he left. As she lay down and pulled the covers up around her, she took a moment to reflect on the evening, thinking how much it reminded her of the times she used to share with Adam. Then she shut her eyes and drifted to sleep.
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      THE OFFER

      A few days later, instead of taking their usual walk to the bridge and back, Eden suggested they go to the water tower. Now that Logan had conquered his fear of heights, it was his favorite place to watch the sunset.

      When they got to the water tower, it was approaching seven o’clock. Eden paused and gazed down the hill toward the church.

      “You coming?” Logan asked as he started up the ladder.

      “Let’s not make the climb tonight.” She turned back to him. “There’s something I want to show you instead.”

      Logan jumped from the ladder and followed Eden down the hill. At the bottom, she turned left at the park, veering left again at the church, then quickly crossed the parking lot, where she came to a stop at the entrance to the cemetery.

      “We’re not going in there, are we?” Logan asked, backing away.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” Eden found his hand and took it, then led him into the cemetery, pushing open the gate as she went. At the place where the path forked, Eden turned to Logan. “You asked me once where I went on Sundays before work. Do you remember?”

      Logan nodded. “You told me you went to the park to sketch.”

      “That was a lie,” she confessed. “Well, not totally a lie,” she amended. “I do go to the park sometimes, but mostly on Saturdays. This is where I come on Sundays. While everyone else is in there,” she said, nodding toward the church, “I come to talk to Adam.” She looked over her shoulder to the hill where he was buried.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?” Logan asked.

      “I guess I was ashamed. After all, it’s not exactly normal for a teenage girl to be frequenting a cemetery. Besides, I didn’t know you then, not like I do now. Anyway,” she said, her tone somber, “this is where I come when I want to feel close to him.”

      “That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Logan reassured her. “And while it might not be normal for a teenage girl to frequent the cemetery, it is normal for someone who’s lost a loved one.” Logan led her to a bench and sat down.

      “The first few times I came here, I was a mess,” Eden admitted as she gazed down the path toward the church. “All I did was cry. But then I cried less and less until one day I stopped crying altogether.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Logan asked, looking troubled.

      “Because,” she said, looking at him, “I want you to know that no matter what happens, I’m going to be okay; we’re going to be okay.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” said Logan miserably.

      “I’ve been thinking about our… situation,” she said. “I’ve decided to wait until graduation is over, then I’ll come find you. That way, we can be together.”

      “What about art school?” he asked.

      Eden hesitated. “If I have to, I’ll give that up… for us.”

      “No,” Logan said. “I won’t ask you to do that. Besides, what if you can’t find me? What if—”

      “—Why would I not be able to find you?” There was concern in her voice.

      Logan glanced away momentarily. “Because there’s one final piece to the puzzle I haven’t told you,” he said as his eyes drifted back to her. “The Council has decided to grant you a miracle.”

      “I-I don’t understand.”

      Logan pulled the contract from his coat and handed it to Eden.

      “What’s this?”

      “Just read it.”

      Eden’s gaze fell to the page. When she’d read it in its entirety, she looked at Logan as disbelief washed across her face. “But, you told me you couldn’t bring someone back.”

      “I can’t,” he said, wearing a pained expression on his face. “But they can.”

      Eden looked at the document again, reading it word for word. “Hold on!” she said, having an idea. “This is great, don’t you see?”

      But Logan didn’t share her excitement, and he looked away.

      “Wait. You’re worried I’m going to choose him, aren’t you?” She laid a hand on his knee.

      Logan shook his head.

      “Then what is it?” she asked, failing to find the downside.

      “You don’t understand.” His expression grew darker as his eyes came back to her. “They are giving you something that is next to impossible, which also means they will be taking something in return.”

      “What? What could they possibly take from me that would make me not want to bring Adam back?”

      “Me,” he said, his eyes reddening. “When Adam comes back, every memory you have of me, of us, will be gone forever,” Logan explained.

      Eden shook her head in disbelief. “No, that can’t be possible,” she cried. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “H-How can they do that—to me, to us?”

      “The same way they did with Cecelia,” he said.

      Eden stood as the hopelessness of the situation took root. “No. I won’t accept this,” she said defiantly. “I’ll never accept this.” Eden tore the paper in anger, letting the breeze scatter the pieces.

      “I’m afraid it’s not that easy,” he told her. “Bringing back Adam doesn’t only affect you; it affects Claire, Caleb, Rachel, Terry, Adam’s father, not to mention his friends, teachers, and so on. I know you love me, Eden, but can you really turn down the chance to restore all those lives to the way they were before the shooting?”

      Eden looked away, realizing he was right. “But what about free will?” she argued. “You told me once that we all had the freedom to choose our own paths.”

      “We do, but sometimes the deck is stacked against us in a way that leaves us with only one choice, whether we like it or not.”

      Eden felt hollow inside. “But I love you,” she cried, staring at him through blurry eyes.

      Logan held her for a minute, then said, “Come with me. There’s something you need to see.”

      When they reached a wide spot in the path, Logan stopped and took her hands in his. “Do you trust me?” he asked in a soothing voice.

      “With all my heart.”

      “Then close your eyes.” Once Eden had done as instructed, Logan said, “When I snap my fingers, I want you to open your eyes, but not until then, okay?”

      She nodded.

      Logan let go of her, took a step back, and snapped his fingers.

      When Eden opened her eyes, Logan was gone. “Logan?” she called, searching for him. “Logan, where are you?” She gazed down the path and into the trees, but he had vanished. Eden turned around and was surprised to find someone standing near Adam’s grave on the hill. Logan? she thought, staring at the figure. She eased in its direction, her pulse quickening with each step. Then, when she was close enough to recognize the figure, her heart stopped. “Oh my God,” she cried, raising a hand to her mouth.

      “Don’t cry,” Adam said softly as a smile crossed his angelic face.

      For a moment, she stood frozen to the spot. “Is it really you?”

      “It is if you want it to be.”

      And for a moment, Eden forgot about Logan. “How are you here? How is this real? How—?” Eden reached up with a trembling hand and touched his face. Logan, she thought, looking over her shoulder.

      “Let’s walk,” Adam said, leading her over the hill.

      They strolled while Eden told him about everything that had happened since he left. And after another five minutes had passed, she turned to him and asked, “What’s it like in heaven?”

      Adam smiled warmly and told her it was indescribable, but nothing like she thought. Then, she asked if he was happy, and he told her he was. And something about that caused a great aching in her heart. He was different from what she remembered, changed in some profound way.

      “Do you know about the offer?” she asked.

      He nodded solemnly.

      “What should I do?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t have an opinion on this,” he said. “I suppose they think I’d be biased in some way.” He chuckled.

      Eden smiled.

      “But seriously,” he said, his smile fading, “I think you should listen to your heart.”

      They walked in a giant loop, ending where they’d started, at the foot of his grave.

      “I’m afraid my time is up,” he said as he came to a stop.

      “So soon? But you just got here, and there’s so many things I want to tell you.”

      “I know, but maybe we’ll have the chance to talk again soon.” He smiled warmly. “Take care of yourself, Eden, and no matter what you decide, I’ll always be with you, in here,” he said, putting a hand to his chest.

      “Wait. One last thing. How do I let go?” she asked with tears in her eyes.

      He smiled and wiped the tears away with his thumb. “Letting go is the easy part. It’s holding on that’s hard.”

      And with that, Eden watched helplessly as her beloved Adam turned and disappeared into the night.

      When he was gone and Eden had composed herself, she descended the hill. She walked back to the gate and found Logan sitting on a picnic table at the back of the church.

      Eden walked over and sat down beside him.

      “Did you talk to him?” Logan asked in a quiet voice as he tore pieces from a leaf and watched them drift to the ground.

      “Yes, I did. Thank you,” she said softly. She paused, still trying to process what she had seen. “What I saw back there… was it real or a dream?”

      “Something in between,” he muttered, then said, “but I wanted you to know it was possible, that I wasn’t trying to deceive you.”

      “How long do I have to make this decision?” she asked after a minute.

      “Not long. They’ll want things in order by the time my assignment ends.”

      “And will I be assigned someone else?”

      Logan shook his head. “You’re no longer in need of assistance.”

      “I see.”

      They sat on the picnic table for a long time, neither of them knowing exactly what to say. Then, around ten, Logan walked her home and kissed her good night.
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        * * *

      

      After their emotional night in the cemetery, Eden spent the rest of the week trying to think of a way to bring Adam back and keep Logan, but so far, she had come up empty.

      Eden was free on Saturday, so Logan swung by around nine in the morning and picked her up.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as they left town, heading south on Highway 5. “You sounded urgent on the phone.”

      “Birmingham,” he said as he switched lanes.

      “Alabama? But that’s like three hours away.”

      “Don’t worry. I cleared it with your dad yesterday,” Logan assured her.

      It took a few minutes, but after she calmed down, Eden asked, “So what’s in Birmingham?”

      “Something you need to see,” he said matter-of-factly.

      Rather than ask questions she would only get vague answers to, Eden turned on the radio, then stared out the window as the world passed by.

      A few hours later, they made it to Birmingham. Logan eased off the road east of downtown and entered Highland Park, one of Birmingham’s oldest neighborhoods. Finding a lot across the street from the park, Logan pulled into an empty spot.

      “I don’t understand.” Eden took in the stately homes with their perfectly manicured lawns. “What’s so important about this place?”

      “Just wait.” He looked through the windshield toward a set of swings. Five minutes went by… ten… fifteen… “There.” He pointed to a woman in her late twenties with dark hair. She had on black shorts and a white blouse. A small child was glued to her hip while another sat in a stroller, sucking on a bottle. Stopping at the swings, she helped the older boy into the seat and began to push him gently.

      “Who is she?” Eden asked curiously.

      But Logan’s concentration was on the woman.

      “Wait a minute,” Eden said, thinking. “Is that—?” She turned to Logan expectantly.

      “Cecelia,” he admitted, staring straight ahead.

      “But she’s older,” Eden noted, thinking she must be nearly thirty. “I thought you said you were the same age?”

      “When I knew her, we were,” said Logan. “But that was ten years ago.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, watching Cecelia push her son in the swing. When he had grown tired of it, the little boy got out and followed his mother as they continued up the sidewalk.

      Eden observed her, searching for anything to corroborate Logan’s story. She was the right height and build. Her hair was the same color. But other than that, she could have been anyone. Then, as she passed by, Eden noticed something.

      “Tattoo of a rose on her left wrist,” she whispered, recalling a detail Logan had divulged to her. Opening the car door, Eden jumped out and crossed the street. “Hi there,” said Eden, careful not to startle her.

      The woman stopped and turned around. “Hello,” she said in a friendly voice. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes—well, maybe. My name is Eden. You don’t know me, but my family just bought the house on Lakeview,” she said, having seen the sign in the yard on their way in. She turned her eyes up the road. “Do you know it?”

      “Yes,” she said warmly. “It’s a beautiful place. I’ve been admiring it ever since it came on the market. I’m sorry,” she said. “Where are my manners? I’m Cece.”

      “Cece?”

      “Sorry. It’s short for—”

      “Cecelia,” said Eden automatically.

      “Yeah, how’d you know?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “Lucky guess.” She paused for a moment, her eyes lingering on the woman. “Listen,” she said, shaking herself mentally, “my friend and I were driving around trying to find a spot where I could do some sketching. I’m an artist.”

      “Eden, come on,” Logan yelled, catching up to her. “Let’s leave this nice lady alone. She looks to have her hands full.”

      Cecelia turned to him, and as she did, they locked eyes.

      “It’s no trouble,” she muttered, smiling at him. “We were just on our way back from the park. Weren’t we, guys?” Her eyes drifted to the blond-haired little boy attached to her leg. Cecelia looked back at Logan and gave him a funny look. “I’m sorry,” she said after a pause. “I don’t mean to stare. It’s just you look so familiar. Have we met before?”

      Logan hesitated, then shook his head. “I’m Logan, by the way,” he added politely.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Logan. This must be fate,” said Cecelia.

      “How do you mean?” Logan asked.

      “That’s this little guy’s name—Logan.” She looked at the little boy again, ruffling his hair. “And this is Owen. We named him after my late father.”

      Eden looked to Logan, but his eyes were on Cecelia.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” said Eden, turning back to her. “Was Logan named after someone as well?”

      “No,” she said, turning back to Eden. “I just liked the name, that’s all. I think it must have come to me in a dream or something.”

      “Your father, he’s gone?” Logan asked, finding a voice.

      “He passed a couple of years ago—car accident,” she told him.

      “And your mom?”

      “Mom is great,” she said, her expression brightening. “In fact, she’s on her way to visit us for the weekend. Isn’t that right?” she said, speaking to the little boy with golden-blond hair.

      He looked up at her and smiled.

      “I think we’ve taken up enough of her time,” said Logan, turning to Eden. “We should go.”

      And in his eyes, Eden saw an unimaginable pain.

      “You’re right,” she conceded, her voice full of regret. “Thanks for talking with us, and sorry if I startled you.”

      “No worries, and welcome to the neighborhood. You and your family will love it here. Oh, and to answer your original question, if it were me—and mind you I’m not artist—but the best place around for scenery is Avondale Park. It’s just that way,” she said, pointing north.

      Eden and Logan looked at each other, motionless.

      “Thanks again,” said Eden, turning for the car. Logan did the same.

      They made it as far as the sidewalk when Cecelia said, “Hey, Logan?”

      “Yes?” he said, turning on his heel.

      “Are you sure we’ve never met?”

      And there was something in her voice, more than just a curiosity.

      Forcing a wistful smile, he said, “Perhaps in another life.”

      “Yeah, perhaps,” she said thoughtfully, her gaze lingering on him for a few seconds. “Well, see you around.”

      “Yeah, see you around,” he said, then watched as she turned and continued up the sidewalk.

      When they got back to the car, Logan sat for a minute, staring out at the swings as he fought tears.

      “I’m sorry.” Eden laid her hand gently on his forearm. “But I had to know.”

      “You mean you wanted to see if she remembered me?” He paused and wiped his eyes. “I told you she wouldn’t.”

      “But she remembered something,” Eden argued. “Did you see the way she looked at you? And her son’s name was also Logan. I mean, that can’t be a coincidence. And then the park—Avondale—are you kidding?”

      “Even if you’re right, it doesn’t change anything,” he said miserably.

      Eden thought about a rebuttal but decided against it.

      When Logan had composed himself, he started the car and got back on the interstate.

      “So what now?” Eden asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you just going to give up?”

      “It’s not giving up, Eden,” he said. “But we’re out of options.”

      They rode in silence for a while until Eden had a burning question she needed to ask.

      “Is today the first time you’ve seen her since, you know…?”

      “No,” he admitted, “but it’s the first time I’ve spoken to her. Over the years, I’ve kept up with her, to make sure she’s okay. She’s married to a guy who grew up in Birmingham. His name is Paul. From what I gather, he’s a good man and loves Cecelia. Honestly, that’s all I can ask for.”

      “But back there, I could see the pain in your eyes. You still love her, don’t you?”

      “Very much,” Logan admitted. “But not in the same way I used to. I suppose a part of me will always love her, the same way a part of you will always love Adam.”

      Eden thought about that as they merged onto Highway 5. The rest of the way home, she was mostly quiet, choosing instead to think about the day and about all that had happened over the last week. Logan had dropped a bombshell on her, and she still wasn’t sure what she was going to do.

      By the time they reached Avondale, the sun was just starting to set. Logan dropped off Eden at her place first, then went straight home. Gwen was sitting in the kitchen, eating a bowl of chocolate ice cream when he walked through the door.

      “How was Cecelia?” she asked. “That’s where you were today, wasn’t it?”

      “I had to show Eden that the situation was hopeless.”

      Gwen was silent for a minute, then said, “When I was a little girl, my father used to tell me that even if your odds were a million to one, you still had a chance.”

      “This feels more like a trillion to one.”

      “Be that as it may,” she said, “there’s still a chance.”

      Logan thought about that, then said, “Something strange happened today when we were talking with Cecelia. She seemed to remember something. It wasn’t a memory, exactly. Perhaps a memory of a memory. But it was something.” He paused, recalling the look in her eyes. “Has anyone ever regained their memory—after, you know…?”

      Gwen didn’t answer right away, but it was clear she was thinking. “I heard a story once, years ago, of someone regaining their memory after a miracle. It took a long time, and I’m not sure it ever returned entirely, but it did happen. Rumor is,” she continued in a motherly voice, “if the love between two people is strong—really strong—there isn’t a power in the heavens or on earth that can tear it apart.”

      “How do I know if Eden and I have that kind of love?” Logan asked, feeling for the first time since making the offer that there was at least a glimmer of hope.

      “There’s no way to know until it is tested,” Gwen told him. “Like you said, the odds aren’t in your favor, but stranger things have happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at Eden’s place, she had gone to her room to think after Logan dropped her off. An hour later, she came downstairs in search of guidance.

      “Can we talk?” she asked, speaking in the direction of her parents as they sat in the kitchen, playing cards.

      “I need to finish some paperwork anyway,” said Mary quietly, rising from her chair. “Take my seat.”

      “Actually, I was hoping to talk to you.” Eden looked at her mom.

      Mary’s look was one of shock. She looked to Steve, who appeared equally surprised.

      “I’ll just be in the garage,” he said as he stood.

      “That’s not necessary, Dad,” Eden told him. “Mom, would you like to take a walk with me?”

      “Yes, I’d love to.” Mary made a move for the door.

      When they had traveled a safe distance from the house, Eden asked, “Remember a few months ago when you told me about your friend, Rick?”

      “Yes,” Mary replied.

      “Well, you said he died in a car accident, right?”

      “That’s right. What’s this about?” she asked, looking at Eden.

      “Were the two of you more than just friends?” Eden asked carefully.

      Mary turned and stared straight ahead. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s just… last time there seemed to be something you weren’t telling me. If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand,” she said, offering a way out.

      Mary hesitated, then answered thoughtfully, “Yes, we were more than just friends. But I’d appreciate if we kept this between us.”

      “Dad doesn’t know, does he?” Eden put two and two together.

      Mary shook her head.

      Eden was surprised that her mother, of all people, was holding on to something like that.

      “Then it’ll be our secret,” Eden promised. “The reason I’m asking is… What if you had the opportunity to bring him back? To go back to the day before he died in the car accident? Would you?”

      Mary gave her a curious look. “Would that mean I would have never met your father, and never had you?”

      “I suppose,” said Eden, thinking aloud.

      “Then no,” Mary decided rather quickly. “There’s no way I would give up the two of you for him.”

      “Fair enough. But what if I hadn’t been born yet and you and dad were just dating, would that make a difference?”

      “Where is this coming from, Eden?” Mary asked as her confusion turned to concern.

      Eden thought fast. “It’s for a psychology project at school,” she said. Lies, lies, lies.

      “Oh.” They made a left at the stop sign. “In that case, as much as it pains me to say this—and I would deny it if your father ever asked—but maybe,” she admitted. “Though I’d have to do a lot of praying and soul-searching before I made a decision.”

      Eden was only slightly shocked, sensing that Rick might have been the one if not for the car accident.

      “Rick was my best friend,” Mary continued, turning her face to the cool breeze. “I know it might be difficult for you to imagine since I’ve been with your father for so long, but Rick and I loved each other. We had even talked about getting married. I know I was only a teenager and had just begun to scratch the surface of life, but back then I thought I had it all figured out.” She paused, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Anyway, thank God I don’t have to think about things like that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t imagine a more difficult decision, that’s all,” she said. “But you know,” she added a minute later, “when it came right down to it, I think I’d have to let things stay the way they are. As difficult as that would be, God took Rick for a reason, and who am I to question that?”

      “You really think God had anything to do with it?” Eden asked.

      “I think God does a great many things that don’t make sense to you and me, but the Good Book says everything happens for a reason, and if you believe there is a God up there”—she lifted her eyes to the heaves—”and I do with all my heart, then you have to trust he knows what he’s doing. Besides, as tragic as Rick’s death was, if things had turned out differently, I wouldn’t have met your father, and you wouldn’t have been born. And that would have been the greatest tragedy of all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      THE LAST WALK

      On Sunday afternoon, Logan worked for several hours at the farm. After staining the last section of fence, he sat down in the tall grass and let the cool breeze blow through his hair.

      “You finished?” Shelby asked as he came out to inspect the work.

      “Yes sir, just put the last coat on,” said Logan, looking up at him.

      “Mighty fine,” Shelby said, looking impressed. “Mighty fine indeed. And just in time too. The weatherman says storms are heading our way next week, and I’d hate to see you out here trudging around in the rain.”

      “Me too.” Logan chuckled. “Does that mean you have more work for me?”

      “Actually, I got an attic that needs some attention.” He glanced back at the house. “There are some old things up there I’d like to get down and go through. But we can discuss it further over supper. We’re having meat loaf this evening.”

      They went in and ate supper, and when it was over, they moseyed to the porch to let their food settle.

      “I’m going to miss this,” Logan said as he stared into the darkness.

      “You going somewhere?”

      “I just meant someday, when I leave Avondale,” he said. “I’m going to miss sitting out here on the porch and talking with you.”

      “Me too. I’ve enjoyed having you around. After Ruby died, I didn’t know how to spend my time. When you’ve lived with someone for half a century, you become accustomed to a routine. That woman, God love her, was around when I woke up, when I went to bed, and all the time between. You don’t think about those things while you’re in the midst of life, but when they’re gone, you do a lot of thinking,” he said sadly. “I’ve always been a man who prided himself on staying busy though. Why, when I was younger, I’d have three or four projects going all the time. But age catches up to us all, sooner or later. That’s why having you around has been a godsend, and I can’t thank you enough.”

      “You’re more than welcome,” said Logan. “But, I should probably be the one thanking you. Not only have you kept me out of trouble, but you’ve fed me and paid me well. This has been the best job I’ve ever had.”

      Shelby laughed. “You say that as if you’ve worked for forty years.”

      After a minute of silence, Logan turned to Shelby and asked, “Mr. Jenkins, do you believe in soul mates?”

      He pondered a minute, then said, “no, can’t say that I do.”

      “Really? So, you don’t think you and Ruby were soul mates?”

      He hemmed and hawed for a minute. “I loved Ruby more than life itself, but I don’t think we were soul mates. In fact, she wasn’t my first love.”

      Logan raised his eyebrows. Something about that shocked him.

      “When I was seventeen, there was this girl named Lillian Price,” Shelby said, letting his gaze drift skyward. “She was the prettiest thing I’d ever laid eyes on. I thought she was an angel come down from heaven. Do you know I asked that girl out five times before she said yes?” He stopped and chuckled. “I was a stubborn thing back then. So finally she said yes, and I remember taking her to the movie to see The Wizard of Oz. She absolutely loved it, and so did I. After that, we were inseparable. We dated our entire senior year and had even talked about getting married, but then the war broke out, everything changed.” His expression grew dark. “A few months later, I got drafted into the Marine Corps, and they sent me to the Pacific to fight the Japanese. I didn’t expect she’d wait for me. Lord knows there were plenty of boys after her. Eventually, there was this guy she went to college with that swept her off her feet, and that was it. Old Shelby here was out of the game. I’d be lying if I said my heart wasn’t broken, because it was, but it turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me. When the war ended, I came home and got a job, and not long after that, I met Ruby. We were together every day after that for almost fifty years.”

      “Do you think you could have had that with Lillian if the war hadn’t come along?” Logan asked.

      Shelby shrugged. “Maybe, but we’ll never know, will we? I like to think the man upstairs knows what he’s doing though. Sometimes it don’t seem like it, but in the end, that’s why they call him the Great Architect, and I’ve always had faith in whatever plan he has for me.”

      Logan thought about that for a long time as he turned and peered into the darkness. When it was time for him to go, he stood and shook Mr. Jenkins’s hand. “Thanks again, for everything.”

      “Now don’t go getting sentimental on me, boy,” Shelby told him. “I’ll see you again in a few days.”

      “Yes sir,” Logan said as he eased off the porch. When he made it to the end of the drive, Logan turned left and disappeared into the darkness. Once he was out of sight, he turned back and found Mr. Jenkins still rocking on the porch. “Thanks for always being there,” he whispered, then snapped his fingers. And when he did, the rocking chair beside Shelby, which had sat empty since Ruby’s death, was empty no more.
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        * * *

      

      The night before Logan was scheduled to leave, he and Eden went for their final walk.

      Eden was determined to not fall apart, but when she met Logan at the stop sign, she could not hold back the tears. With his thumbs, Logan wiped them gently from her cheeks, then put his arm around her, and they strolled to the bridge.

      “I suppose this means you’ve made up your mind?” he asked.

      Eden nodded, unable to look at him.

      “And you’ve chosen Adam, haven’t you?”

      She nodded again. “It’s like you said—this isn’t just about me.”

      “You don’t have to explain,” he said as he put his arm around her. “I understand.” He forced a smile, then added. “If I were in your position, I’d likely do the same thing.”

      Though her heart was breaking, Eden conjured a smile. “Do you think God has a sense of humor?” She set her tear-filled eyes on the western sky.

      “I’m sure of it,” Logan said. “Although most of the time I think he’s the only one laughing.”

      That made Eden smile. “Are you ready, for tomorrow?”

      Logan sighed. “No. Are you?”

      She shook her head. “I know it sounds stupid, but I keep thinking this is all a bad dream and tomorrow I’ll wake up and everything will be okay.”

      “I suppose it will, in a way.”

      They walked on in silence until they reached the bridge.

      “What will it be like when I wake up tomorrow?” Eden asked. “I’m sorry to keep asking, but it’s still difficult for me to wrap my head around.”

      “It will be like any other day,” he explained.

      “Only it won’t, will it?” she asked tearfully.

      “For you, yes. For me, no.”

      “Don’t worry. Everything is going to be all right,” she assured him.

      “I wish I could believe you.” He attempted a smile.

      Eden started to say something, then looked away.

      “But I want you to know I’ll think of you every day of my life,” he said, then kissed her hand.

      Tears welled in both their eyes as reality came crashing in on them.

      When they made it back to Eden’s house, they stayed on the porch until midnight, neither of them wanting it to end.

      “I was talking to Gwen the other day,” Logan said as he listened to the jingling of the wind chimes, “and she told me that if our love is strong enough, there was no power in the heavens or on earth that could tear it apart. If that’s true, this is only a temporary setback.”

      “I will remember.” Eden was resolute. “But in case I don’t, promise you’ll come back for me, okay?”

      Logan nodded.

      “Let’s agree to meet on prom night,” Eden offered. “Meet me at the gym at nine o’clock. Can you do that?”

      Logan hesitated, then said. “I don’t know where I’ll be. What if I’m in Russia or something?”

      Eden dropped her eyes. “Then I understand,” she said, staring at her hands. “But if you’re able…” She raised her eyes.

      “Okay.” He smiled. “Nine o’clock it is. But what about Adam? After tonight, the two of you will be back together.”

      Eden hadn’t considered that. “I don’t care,” she said. “Just be there, okay?”

      Eden looked at the door when the clock struck midnight, then back to Logan. Whether they wanted it to be or not, their time was up.

      “Will you stay with me until I fall asleep?” she asked, staring longingly into his eyes as her heart broke.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “I’ll stay as long as I can.”

      When Eden reached her room, she opened the window and let Logan in. He lay down beside her on the bed, resting his head on the pillow. Despite this being their final moments together, Eden found comfort in his arms. She stayed awake as long as she could, savoring every moment, but eventually, she gave in to exhaustion and slipped beneath the surface of a dream.
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      REDEMPTION

      Valerie leaned against the frame of the door, the emerald sequins from her off-the-shoulder number shimmering in the light of the chandelier.

      “You always did clean up nice,” she said, making her presence known.

      Logan’s gaze drifted to her reflection in the mirror.

      Valerie sauntered toward him, black heels clicking against the white marble floor as she went. “I know you don’t believe it, but I’m on your side in all this.” She brushed a piece of lint from the shoulder of his jacket.

      He tugged at his sleeves. “You mean your side?” he said with an edge.

      “My side, your side, what’s the difference?” she said casually. Valerie circled him, stopping between him and the mirror. “Besides,” she continued as she reached up to straighten his tie, “I’m only trying to protect you. I want to see you do great things, Logan. You believe me, don’t you?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what I believe anymore,” he answered dismally.

      “Once upon a time, you believed we were destined to be together,” she reminded him as she lifted her gaze to his. “It could be that way again.” Her voice was soft and sensual.

      Logan found his watch on the dresser and slid it onto his wrist. “I don’t know,” he said miserably.

      “Then let me remind you.” With a finger, Valerie lifted his chin and kissed him. “See, there’s magic when we touch,” she whispered against his lips. “Even you can’t deny that.”

      But Logan turned away, reached for the silver cuff links, and put them on. “That was a long time ago,” he said. His brow puckered with irritation.

      “But it could be that way again.” Valerie stalked him with her eyes, attempting once more to bring Logan under her spell.

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” he said as he fought off her gaze. “But it isn’t going to work.”

      “What?” she said playfully, drawing him to her.

      But this time, Logan pulled away.

      “Have it your way,” she said, turning sour. “But there will come a time when you’ll regret pushing me away.”

      Logan chuckled. “I have a whole list of things I regret,” he said. “What’s one more?” He finished adjusting the Windsor knot. “Besides, you had your chance.”

      Valerie rolled her eyes. “God, Logan. Are you going to hold that over my head forever?” she growled. “I was young and stupid back then. We both were.” She took a breath. “Look, I realize now that I shouldn’t have cheated on you. That was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made. But even after everything that’s happened, I still love you.”

      Logan wondered if Valerie was telling the truth. She appeared sincere, but he’d been burned by her before. “I can’t do this right now, Val,” he said, shaking the doubt from his mind. He checked the time. “I’m already late as it is.”

      “Late? But we still have a half hour,” she noted, checking the time for herself. “Oh, I see. You’re not getting ready for this party, are you?” When he didn’t respond, she said, “And what am I supposed to tell everyone? They’re all here to see you, remember? This is your big day.”

      Logan turned to face her. “How about the truth?” he offered. “Or are you no longer capable of that?”

      Valerie shook her head. “You can be so frustrating sometimes,” she said through gritted teeth. “What do you think is going to happen when you get to Avondale? Do you think the sight of you is going to jog Eden’s memory and the two of you are going to ride off into the sunset? You of all people should know better.” Valerie turned on her heel and headed for the door. “Just a friendly piece of advice, Logan,” she said, turning back when she reached the hall. “Take it or leave it. At some point, you need to face the fact that Eden is better off without you. She’s safe now. Her life is normal again, the way it should be—the way it should have always been. She is a talented girl with a promising future. If you really loved her, you’d let her live the life she was meant to live, and not the one you want her to live. I know my words won’t convince you, but after tonight… after you’ve seen it with your own eyes… hopefully, you can move on and get back to doing what you do best.”

      Valerie went downstairs to ensure everything was ready for the party, leaving Logan to his thoughts. In the back of his mind, Logan knew there was a chance that Valerie was right. Still, he had made a promise, and he intended to keep it.

      When Logan finished getting ready, he snuck out the back and left the safe house. The streets were still wet from the afternoon storms, so he took his time heading north on the interstate. An hour later, he was on the outskirts of Avondale. In his time, he had only been away for two months, but for the residence of Avondale—Eden included—it had been much longer. Rather than drive through the center of town, Logan decided on a back road, which led him directly to the school. The dance had already begun by the time he arrived, so he found an empty spot in the side lot and killed the lights.

      After checking himself in the mirror, he slid the mask down over his face and exited the car. Quietly, he crossed the parking lot and slipped inside the atrium. Through the glass doors, Logan could see everyone dancing and having a good time. And there was something about their faces—carefree and full of promise—that made him long to be human again. Scanning the room, he first noticed Claire. Her hair was down, and she wore a long, silver gown that dusted the floor when she moved. Logan’s last memory of her was of the morning she left for rehab, but the girl he saw before him looked nothing like that person, and for as awful as this experience had been, he realized that at least something good had come from it.

      A few feet away from Claire stood Olivia and Allen, and beside them was Seth and his girlfriend, Carrie. Where’s Eden? Logan’s eyes swept the room. A few seconds later, she appeared. Eden was wearing a lilac dress and a butterfly mask of the same color. Her hair was up the way he liked it, and on her face was a smile that brought tears to his eyes. She was dancing with Hannah and a girl named Grace Berkeley, Logan’s former lab partner. Valerie was right. Eden looked happier than he had ever seen her. And for a moment, he wondered if being there was a mistake.

      When Mr. Howard stepped away from the door, Logan slipped inside the gym and found an empty table, where he sat inconspicuously in the shadows. He watched Eden for a long time, savoring every moment. Just to be in her presence again was a blessing.

      After a while, Logan became lost in thought, thinking again of his conversation with Valerie. By the time he realized the song had ended, he looked for Eden, but she was gone.

      “Why the long face?” Eden asked, appearing as if from nowhere.

      Logan cleared his throat. “I, um, was supposed to meet someone here tonight,” he explained. “But she hasn’t shown.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Eden gestured to the open seat beside Logan. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Be my guest,” he said. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself. I was watching you dance.”

      A faint smile appeared on Eden’s face. “You’re not stalking me, are you?”

      Logan flashed a crooked smile of his own. “Not unless you want me to,” he said.

      Eden cleared her expression and gazed out at the crowd. “I was supposed to meet someone here tonight as well,” she declared.

      “Your boyfriend?” Logan guessed. He hadn’t yet seen Adam but was convinced he was close by.

      “What makes you think I have a boyfriend?”

      Logan raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you don’t?” he asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” she said, being coy. When the music resumed, Eden turned to Logan and asked him to dance.

      “But I should warn you… I’m not much of a dancer.”

      “Then we’re in the same boat.” Eden took Logan’s hand and led him onto the dance floor. Between the soft music, and the way Eden sparkled in her dress, Logan fell in love with her all over again.

      “I almost didn’t come tonight,” Eden whispered as they swayed gently to the rhythm of the music.

      “How come?”

      Eden shrugged. “I haven’t felt like myself lately,” she confessed.

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “I don’t know,” she mused aloud. “A voice inside my head kept telling me I needed to be here tonight. Maybe it was fate.”

      “Maybe,” he said, gazing into her brown eyes.

      “By the way, you’re a better dancer than you give yourself credit for,” she said, feeling at ease in his arms.

      “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “I’m Eden, in case you were wondering—Eden Shaw,” she said, introducing herself.

      “I know,” said Logan.

      Eden’s smile was replaced by a look of confusion. “Do we know each other?” she asked, studying the parts of his face not hidden by the mask.

      “You could say that,” he answered enigmatically.

      “But you don’t go to school here, do you?”

      Logan shook his head. “I live in Atlanta.”

      “Then we can’t possibly know each other.” She frowned. “And yet… your eyes,” she added, gazing through the mask. “There’s something familiar about them.”

      “Perhaps we knew each other in a previous life?” Logan offered.

      Eden turned her head and rested it against his chest. “This girl—the one you were supposed to meet tonight—tell me about her.”

      Logan drew in a breath and exhaled slowly. “Where do I begin? She’s the love of my life,” he said. “But I haven’t seen her in a very long time.”

      A look of distress crossed Eden’s face. “What has kept the two of you apart?”

      Logan sighed. “I’m afraid we come from different worlds, she and I, and there are those who don’t want us to be together.”

      “That’s awful,” Eden replied, listening to the sound of his heart.

      “They don’t understand the kind of love we have,” he went on. “But a wise person once told me that if love is strong enough, there isn’t a power in the heavens or on earth that can keep it apart, and that’s why I’m here tonight, to show her that I will never give up on us.”

      Eden lifted her head and looked at him. “And does she feel the same way?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because, when I hold her in my arms, I can feel the love between us,” he said as he stared longingly into her eyes.

      “Do you believe in fate?” Eden asked after a few seconds.

      “I didn’t until tonight,” Logan admitted, his voice soothing. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I feel like we were supposed to be here tonight—the two of us, together—as if the universe wanted us to be dancing to this song at this very moment. I know that probably sounds crazy, but…” She dropped her eyes.

      Logan smiled. “No, it isn’t crazy at all,” he assured her as he circled his arms around her waist and pulled her closer. “Actually, I was thinking the same thing.”

      Eden lifted her gaze and smiled tenderly. “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “There you are,” said Olivia, looking panicked. “I’ve been searching all over for you. I thought you might have bailed on me.” She turned her attention to Logan. “Who’s this?”

      “Logan,” he said, shaking her hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Logan,” said Olivia. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Olivia.” She looked at Eden and raised her eyebrows.

      “Can I help you, Liv?” Eden asked, shooting her a look.

      “Oh, yeah, um, Adam is looking for you,” she said, as if it was an afterthought.

      “Oh. Thanks for letting me know,” said Eden. “Tell him I’ll be right there.”

      All at once, Logan felt the air go out of him.

      When Olivia had gone, Logan asked, “that wouldn’t be your boyfriend, would it?”

      “Ex-boyfriend, actually,” she replied. “Listen, I’m sorry, but I should see what he wants. Thank you for dancing with me, though. It was the most fun I’ve had all night.”

      “Me too,” Logan said, finding it difficult to let her go.

      “And I hope that whoever you are waiting for decides to show,” she added, then turned to leave.

      “Eden?”

      She turned on and looked at him. “Yes?”

      “Thanks… for everything.”

      Eden smiled then melted into the crowd.

      Deflated, Logan left the gym. He drove into town and stopped in the square, where he sat beneath the Sacred Oak, asking God or the spirits, or whatever would listen, for a miracle. And as he admired the silver wishes shimmering in the waters of the fountain, he was reminded of his wish—the one he’d made that day with Eden when they had first visited the square. That seemed so long ago, and yet, it had all come and gone in the blink of an eye.

      When he had gathered himself, Logan got in his car and drove to Davenport Mountain, to the place where he and Eden had shared some of their most intimate moments. Standing at the overlook, he thought about the first time Eden had brought him there, the sunset they shared, and the way the light danced on her face. Then, he remembered the times they had escaped to make out, and how he’d fallen in love with her.

      Looking out over the water, Logan marveled at the way the moonlight danced on the water, touching the crest of the gentle waves as they ebbed and flowed.

      Then, from out of the darkness, a voice called out. “Don’t forget to fly.”

      Logan turned around to find Eden gliding up the path.

      “I thought I might find you here,” she said.

      The sight of her face, cast in the silver glow of moonlight, nearly stopped his heart.

      “Eden, I—”

      “What’s the matter—cat got your tongue?” Eden flashed a smile, then turned and looked out at the water. “This is my favorite place in the entire world,” she told him.

      “I know,” he said, unable to tear his gaze from her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was hoping you could help me with something.” Eden reached into her clutch and removed a silver charm bracelet.

      A look of shock crept across his face. “Where did you get that?” he asked, realizing it was the exact one he had given her for her birthday.

      “Three nights ago, I had a dream about you,” she explained. “When I woke the following morning, this was sitting on my nightstand, along with a note.” She handed him a folded piece of paper.

      

      
        
        SOMETHING TO HELP JOG YOUR MEMORY.

        — A friend

      

      

      

      “When I saw you tonight, sitting there all alone, I knew you were the one from my dream. This girl,” she continued, locking eyes with him, “the one you were supposed to meet tonight, it was me, wasn’t it?”

      Logan nodded as a cold chill settled over him.

      “And the bracelet?”

      Logan took it and placed it on her wrist. “It belongs to you,” he told her. “I gave it to you as a birthday gift. You don’t remember, do you?”

      Eden frowned. “No. But for the past year my memory has been… fuzzy.” She dropped her eyes.

      “How do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. It’s like I have two sets of memories, if that makes sense. One is real because I lived it, but the other… Sometimes I think I’m going crazy.” She chuckled.

      “You’re not crazy,” Logan said, feeling as though they were on the verge of a breakthrough. “These other memories that you speak of, they’re real. They happened.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I was there,” he admitted. “Those memories aren’t just any memories, they’re our memories—yours and mine,” he said desperately. “And that bracelet you have on is evidence of them. I don’t know how it got on your nightstand,” he said, perplexed, “but I can prove to you that I’m the one who bought it for you.”

      Eden looked at him quizzically, her head tipped to one side.

      “The charms give it away,” Logan claimed. “I chose these specifically for you. See, there’s a palette because you’re an amazing artist… purple because it’s your favorite color… an orange leaf because fall is your favorite time of year… E for the first letter in your name, and the sun because—”

      “—When I’m around, I make your world a little brighter,” she said without thinking.

      A wave of excitement rippled through Logan. “You remember?” he asked breathlessly.

      Eden’s confusion gave way to elation as, one by one, the memories came rushing back. “You saved me,” she said, remembering the day they met. “On the bleachers. A-And our first kiss—it was at the bridge, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Logan answered, hardly able to contain his excitement.

      “And Adam…” Her brow puckered. “You brought him back, too, didn’t you, because you’re an—an angel?” Her eyes rose to meet his.

      “Yes.” Logan took her by the hands and stared into her eyes. “But more importantly, I am hopelessly in love with you, Eden Shaw. I was from the first moment I saw you.”

      But as more memories surfaced, Eden became troubled. “Wait. You broke the rules. That’s why they took you from me. Won’t they—”

      “—None of that matters now,” he said. “They can’t hurt us anymore.”

      Eden’s worry lifted and she took his hands in hers. “I too am in love with you, Logan James. Promise me something,” she whispered as she gazed into his heavenly eyes.

      “Anything,” he said, feeling light as a feather.

      “Never leave me again.”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die!” Then he leaned down and pressed his lips to hers.

      

      
        
        END
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      Thank you for reading Losing Adam, Book 1 in the Broken Halo series. If you enjoyed the book, please leave an honest review. In the meantime, please check out my other work at

      www.buckturner.com
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