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      Welcome to Summervale. One of the USA’s top vacation spots. It’s a sunny coastal town. Population…

      Oh, who cares.

      The tourism ads paint Summervale as the perfect, picturesque town. It’s the ideal location to have spring break or to retire.

      But I know the truth.

      There are two sides to Summervale—the haves and the have-nots. The right and the wrong side of the tracks.

      I should know. I grew up on the wrong side of town. I used to be a have-not. But now, I live on the so-called ‘right’ side of town. Amongst the ‘haves.’

      I wish I could go back to my old neighborhood, back when life was filled with scraped knees and cubby houses filled with books and secret diaries of our crushes.

      On this side of the tracks, well, there are no tracks per se. It’s just an expression the kids around here use. The border is invisible to the naked eye, but everyone knows where it starts and finishes. It’s an unwritten law.

      I should know.

      I broke it.

      I crossed the line, or so they say, when I fell in love with one of them. You know, the popular kid. The one every guy wants to be and every girl wants to be with.

      Dane O’Connell is the guy that should be on the lips of every girl, and his name scratched into every girl’s bedpost. But he wasn’t like that.

      I know he’s not.

      Because I fell in love with him, and now we can’t be together.

      Why? You’ll have to find out.

      My name is Darcie Ryder.

      Let me tell you a secret…
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          I KNOW WHAT YOU DID LAST SUMMER

        

      

    

    
      A car horn sounded outside. I rushed to my bedroom window, lip gloss in my hand, to see Stacey waving like a maniac from the window of her parent’s station wagon. I opened the window and waved back.

      “Coming!”

      I went to the mirror to finish coating my lips in the shiny pink gloss. Then I grabbed my jacket and ran out of the house.

      Stacey was dancing in the driver’s seat to one of the latest pop songs by the time I made it down. I climbed in and watched her for a minute. She was carefree and didn’t give two fucks about anything or anyone. I loved that about her.

      She startled. “Finally! The party has already started.”

      “Sorry. I couldn’t decide on my outfit.”

      Stacey paused then and half turned in her seat to look me up and down. I was wearing jeans and a black midriff top, silver hoop earrings that I’d picked up in one of the shops in town (that was way overpriced, by the way, just like Everything in this town), and finished off with the pink lip gloss Stacey had suggested I buy, but wasn’t really my thing. This whole outfit wasn’t my thing.

      “You look hot, but you should have worn the short shorts as I told you.”

      “It’s freezing out.”

      “There’s a bonfire at the beach. Plus booze. You’ll get warm.”

      “My legs are white and pasty anyway. I prefer the jeans.”

      “Fine. Let’s go.”

      She screeched out of the drive, taking the corner too sharply, and pulled out of our street.

      According to the local kids, we were on our way to the most anticipated party of the year.

      I was new here and wanted to fit in.

      Stacey had moved here when we were eight years old. We’d known each other from our old neighborhood since we were in diapers.

      A neighborhood on the wrong side of the tracks.

      A neighborhood we don’t talk about. Because, well, we had to fit in here.

      We were now living on the other side, the right side. It was known colloquially as Rich Bitch Mile. This was where everyone desired to live. The part of town you had to live in if you wanted any kind of reputation or notoriety or had any chance of making it here.

      So, what’s a girl from the wrong side of the tracks doing in Rich Bitch Mile? That’s a story for another time.

      Back to the reason we were going out tonight dressed up cute.

      We were heading to The Circle, to the event every kid around here goes to before school begins.

      The Circle is a secluded bay, around the corner from Rich Bitch Mile, and it’s the place to party.

      We pulled into the parking lot to see the bonfire already alight, and a crowd of teens gathered on the beach.

      There were no rules at the Circle. No sides.

      No haves and have-nots.

      For one night only, everyone was equal.

      We climbed out of the car, and then Stacey rushed to the trunk and gathered a basket of essentials: booze, snacks, and a picnic blanket. Then we joined the party on the beach.
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        * * *

      

      “Look!” Stacey said, pointing at a cute guy with a guitar sitting on a log near the fire. The sounds of his strumming could be heard over the teens’ loud chatter and the crackling of the fire.

      “Who’s that?” I asked, looking to where Stacey was pointing.

      “That’s Ashton Striker, the lead singer of One Strike. They’re famous around here. Rumor has it that Ashton’s dad is in talks with a big-time record producer in New York City. He’s the band’s manager. Isn’t he hot?”

      Stacey sighed. I smirked.

      “Yeah. He is.” I had to agree with her, to support her, but Ashton Striker wasn’t my type.

      “Hey, Dane! Head’s up!” Someone hollered farther down the beach. I followed the sound and saw a few guys in nice button-downs and expensive-looking jackets drinking beer. One of the guys threw a can of beer in the direction of the hottest guy I had ever seen.

      Now, he was my type.

      The hot guy, Dane, as the other mentioned, laughed.

      “Dude, I told you not to throw the beer. Now it’s all shaken up.”

      One of the guys already with Dane shoved him in the arm playfully.

      “It’s okay. we all know you like head.”

      Dane blushed and shoved the guy back. He opened the beer, letting the froth escape before drinking hesitantly. The new guy that had joined was joking with the other guy.

      But I paid no attention to the others.

      All I could see was him.

      “Uh oh,” said Stacey from my side.

      “What?” I asked, still watching Dane.

      “Dane O’Connell? Are you kidding me?”

      My heart skipped a beat on being found out. “What?”

      “A girl like you will never end up with someone like Dane O’Connell.”

      She was right. But I didn’t want to believe it.

      “Yeah.” Defeated, we settled down on our blanket by the fire and opened our first wine bottle. We clinked glasses and drank. Stacey watched Ashton while I watched Dane.

      We could both dream, couldn’t we?

      Little did we know that our lives would change forever before the night was done. And Dane and I would be connected in more ways than one.
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          ALIBI

        

      

    

    
      Another holler down the beach and the sound of a boot kicking leather and Stacey’s and my little picnic was turned into chaos.

      It all happened in slow motion.

      First, a football hit me in the head.

      Then I was sent flying backward into the sand.

      The next thing I remember was waking up in the arms of Dane O’Connell.

      “Hey, there. Good. You’re awake. Thank God. I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      His voice was like whiskey, smooth but not deep. It was caring. His smile, along with his blue eyes, was caring, as well. He had gorgeous blue eyes…

      “Hey,” I managed.

      He smiled again, and a dimple appeared. I felt like dying all over again.

      “Here, let me help you sit up. I really am sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It was an accident.”

      Dane helped me sit up. I looked around, and Stacey was nowhere to be seen. It was just Dane and me alone in this section of the beach.

      “How long have I been out? And where’s everyone else?”

      He chuckled. “To answer the first part, you’ve been out only about twenty minutes. And second, the others are playing a game up the beach in the dark. I decided to stay with you.”

      “Thank you.” I frowned, thinking it was rude of Stacey to leave me alone when I was unconscious.

      “Your friend’s fine, by the way. If that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I looked at him, the definitions of his face visible in the glow of the fire. He had a pointed, slightly upturned nose, deep brown hair which had a bit of coif like a fifties’ gentleman, or what Stacey liked to call the ‘recently fucked’ look. His hair was a little wavy, kind of unkempt. I had the sudden urge to reach out and run my fingers through it. But I didn’t. I snapped myself out of it.

      “Oh, good. So, um, thank you. I’m Darcie, by the way. Darcie Ryder.”

      “I’m Dane O’Connell. Nice to officially meet you.” He held out his hand, and I took it, smiling as we shook. But then his touch lingered, and a handshake turned into entwined fingers. Dane flipped my hand over in his, twisted my fingers in one, and began to draw shapes on my palm with the other. I moaned. My lower abdomen flipped, and I clenched down below.

      Oh, my God. Was there anything better than someone tracing shapes on your skin?

      Probably. Stacey said there was nothing better than sex and a swim in the ocean on a hot day. But I wouldn’t know about the first one.

      I was still a virgin.

      Dane most probably wasn’t.

      I bet he had been with a million girls.

      But he seemed different than his reputation.

      I liked this Dane O’Connell better.

      “So, are you looking forward to school?” I asked, just for conversation.

      “Yeah. Are you?”

      “Kind of. I mean, I’m new here. My father and I just moved to Rich Bitch Mile.”

      “Oh, welcome. How do you like it so far?”

      “It’s all right, I guess. I miss my old neighborhood. But thankfully, Stacey is here, so I know someone at least.”

      He nodded. “That’s good. And now you know two,” he said with a smile. He continued tracing patterns on my skin, and I leaned into him.

      “I’ve been here all my life,” he said after a moment of silence. We stared at the rolling waves in the background and the dying embers of the fire in the foreground. “I grew up with all of these kids. My father cheated, and Mom kicked him out, so it’s just my mom and me in our big house by the ocean.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about your dad. My mom died about a year ago. And my dad got a new job here in town. So, we moved here for a fresh start.”

      “I’m sorry about your mom. May I ask how she died?”

      I nodded. I didn’t like to talk about my mom, but I have been seeing a therapist for a few months now after being diagnosed with depression because of her death. My therapist had told me it was okay to talk, that opening up would help me heal.

      “She, um… she went missing, then her body was found in the creek in my old neighborhood. We’re still unsure what her cause of death is. The rumors are she committed suicide, but I know my mom. She would never have done that.”

      “That’s horrible. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’m learning to deal with it. But my dad thinks that coming here will help me. So, here I am.”

      Dane reached out and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. I sucked in a breath as he leaned closer.

      “Fresh starts are good.”

      And then he kissed me.

      His lips were soft but moist. But not too wet. Even though I was still a virgin, I had kissed a few boys in my life.

      Dane’s kiss was the best yet. He was caring, but there was a sense of urgency in his kiss.

      I could tell he wanted to kiss me, that he’d wanted to kiss me most of the night.

      I could only dream of kissing him.

      Was this a dream? Was I still unconscious? I took his face in my hands and kissed him back. Leaning forward, I pushed my breasts against his chest. He placed a warm palm on my thigh and guided my legs around his waist. I moved so I was straddling him.

      Stacey would die if she knew what I was doing right now.

      Dane slipped his tongue between my lips and deepened the kiss, just as a blood-curdling scream echoed through the night.

      “What was that?” I asked. We broke apart and stood up.

      “I’m not sure. Let’s go investigate.” He took my hand in his, and we jogged up the beach toward the others.

      They were crowded around something near the waterline. I could hear a few people crying, and others were frantically talking.

      “Hey, guys. What’s going on?”

      A few of the guys standing huddled around the dark shape in the water parted.

      And that was when we got our first glimpse of the body.

      A group of girls was standing close by, and one was being comforted by two others. She had long blonde hair, short shorts, and a bikini top covered in a guy’s jacket.

      The crying blonde girl then ran over to Dane and threw her arms around him.

      “Dane, oh my God. It’s horrible. I was just walking along the beach and came across this… this dead body!” She sobbed loudly. I stepped back as she hung off Dane and used his T-shirt as a tissue. I rolled my eyes and walked over to the body lying on the shore.

      It was a woman. She had been in the water for a while because her skin was falling off, and fish had eaten out her eyes.

      “Guys, I think we should call the cops,” I suggested.

      “Who are you?” asked one of the three girls who had comforted the crying one. She had red hair and was dressed similarly to the crying one.

      “This is my best friend, Darcie,” said Stacey, stepping out from behind the group of teenagers now crowded around the body on the beach. She ran over to me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine. We should probably get home. Can you give me a ride?”

      “Sure. But I’ve been drinking, FYI,” she said.

      “We all have,” shouted one of the other guys. This one was rough looking and wore rainbow clothing made from hemp and carried a bong. Most of the kids cheered in agreement. I rolled my eyes and began to walk up the beach.

      “That’s okay. I’ll walk.”

      I began my slow walk back home in the dark. Everyone else was too high or drunk to notice I was gone.

      Story of my life.
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          SUMMERVALE HIGH

        

      

    

    
      ONE WEEK LATER

      Stacey pulled up in her car just as I closed the front door behind me. She honked the horn and screamed, throwing her hands in the air out the window.

      “Get in, hoe. Quickly.”

      “Okay, okay.” I jogged toward the beat-up old station wagon, a hand me down from her parents, and got in the passenger seat. “What’s the hurry?”

      “No hurry. I just wanna get the best parking spot.”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled as she pulled away from the curb.

      As we took the coastal road, Stacey reached over and spun the volume knob on her radio, turning up the current song playing. She sang along with the lyrics.

      “Is this Taylor Swift’s new one?”

      “Yep. I love it. Don’t you?” When I didn’t answer her, she turned and glared at me with her mouth agape. “Darcie, tell me you’ve listened to it!”

      I still didn’t answer. The truth was I hadn’t. Since my mom’s death, I hadn’t been able to listen to a lot of my old favorites. And Taylor Swift was one of them. My mom had taken me to her first concert in New York City. The memories were still raw.

      It was then she realized why. “Shit, sorry, Darcie. I forgot. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. My shrink said time would heal, and I should continue doing the things that make me happy. But I have to take it one day at a time.”

      She nodded and switched the CD over. Ariana Grande’s voice now filled the speakers.

      “You don’t have to change the song because of me, Stace.”

      “It’s fine.”

      We rode the rest of the way to school in silence.

      When we pulled into the spacious parking lot at our new school, Summervale High, we noticed most of the other town’s kids had had the same idea as us.

      And I soon discovered why everyone rushed to be one of the first in the school parking lot.

      All the kids congregated in their little groups of friends, their cliques. I knew the bad thing about being the new kid at school was that most of the friendship groups were already established, and you stood out like a sore thumb.

      At least I had Stacey.

      But as we made our way across the lot, another familiar face, a gorgeous face, turned and smiled in my direction.

      My stomach flipped as our eyes met.

      “Come on, Darce.” Before I realized what was going on, we were heading toward one of the groups. The one that included him.

      Dane O’Connell.

      He turned and acknowledged me now, but that night, one week ago, after we kissed on the beach when the body was discovered, he had seemingly forgotten all about me. He didn’t even bother to ask if I needed a lift home. I tried to push off the slight jealously I had over that blonde girl throwing her arms around him and crying into his shirt. I wasn’t jealous.

      No. Not at all.

      We had just kissed. That’s all. He wasn’t mine.

      “Hey, guys!” Stacey exclaimed, throwing her arms around one of the guys standing near Dane.

      “Hey, Stacey’s here. How are you, babe?” asked Dylan, the guy who was smoking a bong at the Circle. He didn’t have a bong now, but he was smoking. And he passed the joint over to Stacey. She took it gladly and inhaled happily. The smell was unmistakable.

      I didn’t know Stacey smoked.

      But there were a lot of things I didn’t know about the girl I used to know.

      Eight years was a long time.

      I sort of lingered on the outskirts of the group. I wasn’t one to initiate conversations. I was the quiet girl. The introvert. The bookworm. I was also called the loner and the weirdo. So I waited for someone to acknowledge my existence, and someone did.

      Dane moved closer, moving away from the acrid smoke from the marijuana joints passed around the group.

      “Hey,” he said in a low husky voice. My tummy dipped.

      God, he was beautiful this morning.

      I hadn’t been able to get him out of my head since the night on the beach.

      “Hey,” I replied, looking straight ahead. I stole a peek at him. I didn’t want to smile at him or keep his gaze for too long because, well, he wasn’t mine.

      “So, um…” He shifted his weight and toed the loose gravel with his sneaker. “How are you after… you know…”

      “The party? The dead body? Fine. I’m no stranger to dead bodies.” I shrugged.

      He nodded. “I meant the fact that I accidentally knocked you out, the head injury, but that too.”

      “Oh, that. I’m fine. No thanks to you.” I smiled at him then.

      And my heart fluttered as she smiled back.

      “That’s good to know. so… do you know what classes you have yet?”

      “Not yet. I have to go pick up my class schedule.”

      He nodded. “Cool. Well, I hope we’re in at least one class together.”

      I smiled. “Yeah.”

      The bell rang then before we could continue our awkward conversation.

      Thank God.

      Saved by the bell.
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        * * *

      

      I picked up my class schedule before getting my locker combination. Thankfully, Stacey had been sure to get me a locker near hers. God love her.

      But it was an old locker and an even older school, so it was rusty and stuck. I tried a few times to spin the dial on the lock after entering my combination, but there was no luck.

      “You have to earn its trust,” said a familiar male voice. I turned and found Dane standing so close to me that his lips were about three inches from mine. He was taller than me, so as he leaned down, he covered me in his shadow. I stopped breathing and leaned against the lockers.

      “What… um… do you mean?” I asked as I quickly turning around so he couldn’t see the way he affected me. Why was he torturing me?

      He wasn’t mine to be tortured by.

      And that’s what made it all the more torturous.

      The fact that we had kissed on the sand by the light of the bonfire, and then he was in the arms of another girl after he had kissed me…

      And now he was acting like that hadn’t even happened.

      Was I overthinking this? Probably.

      And then, as if he couldn’t possibly torture me anymore, he stood so close his hips grazed my backside as he reached around me and leaned a hand against my locker door. His mouth was so close to my neck that I could smell him.

      He smelled the same as he did a week ago on the beach, minus the cheap beer.

      It was the smell of freshly washed clothes and expensive cologne.

      I wish he wouldn’t stand so close, but at the same time, I wished he would stand closer.

      He then gave my locker door a quick shove with his large masculine hand, and it popped open.

      I missed it because I was so focused on him and his proximity to me that the metal door hit me in the forehead.

      Dane laughed. “Oh, man. Sorry. God, you’re in the wars, aren’t you? It’s like you’re an accident waiting to happen.”

      I rubbed my head and looked up at him, cheeks red.

      “Um, yeah. That’s me. I’m notoriously clumsy. But thank you for, you know, getting it open.”

      “You’re welcome, Darcie.” His voice was low and sultry again, and he gave me one of those famous Dane O’Connell dimpled smiles—the one that all girls probably swooned over.

      And now I was one of those girls, even though I didn’t want to be.

      If he kept coming around and standing so close to me, it was inevitable.

      “So… do you have your schedule yet?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      I turned around and busied myself with filling my locker with my books. I took the books I needed out for the first few lessons and slipped the schedule inside my notebook.

      Dane saw it and reached for it, pulling it free.

      Oh God, what was he doing to me? I watched his eyes scan the words on the page.

      “Oh, yay, you have English second period with me. Good. I’ll see you there.”

      He folded my schedule and carefully slipped it back in my book before winking and walking off.

      I had to physically clamp my jaw together to stop my mouth from falling to the floor.

      What was he up to?
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          THE BOOKWORM

        

      

    

    
      After first-period American History, which was rather boring, I had English with Dane. It was the first lesson, I suppose. But I was excited to be learning more about the Native Americans.

      In English, we were to study Jane Austen’s works, which I was pleased about because I loved Pride and Prejudice.

      I sat in the middle of the room because I didn’t want to seem like a nerd or a teacher’s pet by sitting up front. Even though I loved English, it was my favorite subject, but I also didn’t want to be one of the back seat rebels. All the cool kids sat at the back of the room, furthest from the teacher so they could muck up.

      But I wasn’t a cool kid. Not yet anyway.

      So, the middle of the room seemed like the best choice.

      I was early, according to all the other kids. But I didn’t mind. I wanted to get a head start on my course reading list. I opened my copy of Austen's complete works and began to read Pride and Prejudice when the energy in the room changed.

      I didn’t have to look up to know who had just walked into the room.

      “Hey, D- man! Saved you a spot, dude,” said Ashton Striker, the lead singer, and guitarist in the school rock band.

      Of course, they were friends. It seemed logical that someone like Dane O’Connell was friends with one of the most famous people in town.

      Dane began to walk down the far aisle, the row of desks where I was seated, closest to the window, and then stopped beside my desk.

      “Hey,” he said, tapping my desk with his fingers. I looked up then and saw his hand only inches from mine, where it rested on the desk. My left held the book open. I didn’t know whether to move it closer or away. I settled with staying frozen where I was.

      “Hi,” I replied meekly.

      “Welcome to Mrs. Petticoat’s English class. You’re going to love it.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      I looked back down at my book to show him I was busy. But it was damned hard to tear myself away from his handsome face.

      He got the message at last. “Well, I’ll see you after class? Enjoy Pride and Prejudice.”

      He gave me a wink and then made his way toward the back of the room to join his friends.

      I sighed quietly and sank a bit deeper in my chair.

      What was he doing to me?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I enjoyed English immensely, just like Dane said I would. The next class was Math, after a study break. I didn’t feel like seeing anyone, especially Dane or Stacey, so I headed to the library to continue reading. I made my way to one of the reading corners on the newly renovated library's upper level and sank into a soft green love seat near the window. Outside I could see the elm trees swaying in the breeze in the courtyard, and beyond that, mangroves lined the beach.

      I munched on my apple as quietly as I could while continuing with my re-read of Pride and Prejudice. I had read this book so often that I knew it almost by heart, but I still loved reading it like the first time.

      I didn’t sense him at first until he was right in front of me. By then, it was too late. There was no more hiding from him.

      “Hey, I thought I might find you in here. You aren’t hiding, are you?”

      I closed my book around my well-loved kitten bookmark that was frayed and falling apart, but I refused to replace it and looked up at him with a sheepish smile.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      He sat beside me on the two-person love seat. I didn’t move over, but the lounge seemed large when I had sat on it, but now it seemed too small with him sitting there. His jean-clad leg bumped mine. I was wearing a long flowing skirt today with my favorite sneakers. It had a slit up the side, so my knee was poking through. It wasn’t until Dane reached for my bare knee that I realized with horror that I hadn’t shaved very well this morning.

      But I couldn’t pull my leg away from his touch. That would be too obvious. I’d hurt him. So I stayed in the position I was.

      “What are you doing here, Dane?” I asked.

      “I wanted to see you. I couldn’t very well talk to you in class.”

      “Why? Because I’m a nerd, and you’re one of the popular guys?”

      “It’s not like that, you know. It’s not. Besides, I love a girl who reads. Bookworms are sexy.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “But what about that girl at the beach?”

      “Who do you mean?”

      “That blonde girl in the short shorts and bikini. She was all over you.”

      I cringed. I sounded jealous now.

      Dane winced and shook his head. “I don’t know her. She’s one of the hangers-on, I think, one of Ashton’s groupies.”

      “Ashton has groupies?” But of course he did. He was a rock god in this town. He was sex on a stick. But so was Dane.

      Dane laughed and threw out his hand to say, of course. What’s the big deal?

      “Anyway, you don’t have to worry about her. She just did that. I don’t even know how she knows who I am.”

      Was he serious? Couldn’t he see it? The effect he had on others around him? He was like the sun and everyone else, the planets. I repeated the very words Stacey had said to me.

      “Everyone knows who you are.”

      He looked embarrassed. He pulled his hand back and looked down at them in his lap.

      “I don’t know why. I’m nothing special.”

      “You are, Dane.” I didn’t know myself. I reached for him then, and he reached for me. He pulled me into his lap and kissed me hard on the mouth. It was needy and wanting. My God, I wanted him. I couldn’t remember the last time I had wanted someone as badly as I wanted Dane.
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          THE RUMOR

        

      

    

    
      That night, I was having dinner with my father. It was a rare occasion because he often stayed late at the office. He sipped his red wine, and I, my water.

      “So, Darce, how was your first day at school?”

      “It was good,” I said, smiling. I remembered the way Dane stood close to me at my locker. I blushed and hid my face with my long dark hair before concentrating on my dinner.

      My dad was super perceptive, though. He could read me like an open book. He had been paying more attention since my mom died.

      “Oh, you’re blushing. Does that mean there’s a guy involved?”

      “What? No! No guy,” I lied, filling my mouth with the pasta I had cooked when I got home after three and dad just before seven. I cooked every night now. My meals still weren’t as good as Mom’s, though. She was the best cook of us all.

      “Darce, I know you. It’s okay. It would help if you made friends, even dated. But remember, these people are different than the ones back in Acacia Creek.”

      “I know, Dad.”

      “You have to be careful. You can’t have anyone getting too close and finding out about your past, our past.”

      “I know.”

      “Just promise me you’ll be careful what you say and who you hang out with. It’s a small town, and rumors spread like diseases here.”

      “I know.”

      After dinner, I cleared the table while my dad went to sit in front of the TV in his area of the house downstairs. We each had our own areas to give each other space, and I loved it like that. Sometimes, my father could be difficult.

      I couldn’t tell Dane about my past. He couldn’t find out what I had done or the truth about my father. And that was why I was reluctant to be close to him, for several reasons.

      But Dane O’Connell was like an addictive drug—impossible to stay away from.

      I found out the hard way the very next day.

      I was sitting in English class like the day before, reading my book when Dane walked in with Ashton and two girls I didn’t know. Probably more groupies. I put my head down for a minute before I felt his presence beside me.

      “D! Man, what are you doin’?” asked Ashton, who had just dumped his books and guitar case on a desk at the back of the room. He stared at Dane, who was standing next to my desk, flummoxed.

      “I’m going to be sitting with Darcie today, okay?”

      “But why?” blurted one of the blonde groupies. “You know she used to be a Creeker?”

      I flinched. There it was—the use of my old town name that was like dog poo on the proverbial shoe around here. Creeker was short for Acacia Creek—the wrong side of the tracks. The town of have-nots.

      That was when the whispers started.

      They weren’t really whispers because they were loud enough that I could hear them clearly.

      “Why is Dane sitting with her?”

      “What’s going on there?”

      “I heard they hooked up at the Circle that night.”

      “Did they sleep together in the dunes?”

      “Eww, having sex in the sand is so gross. You get sand everywhere.”

      And then,

      “I heard she killed someone and spent time in prison.”

      I ignored them all, and so did Dane. He took the empty seat beside me.

      “Rumors do not make a person. Besides, I like Darcie. She’s cool once you get to know her,” defended Dane. I smiled inwardly at his defense of me. But he didn’t have to do that.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “What? I can sit where I want. This seat isn’t taken, is it?”

      “No, it’s not that.” I picked up my book and held it closer to my face, trying to concentrate.

      “What is it, then?”

      I shook my head. Why did he always have to be so close? Why couldn’t he leave me alone?

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Why? As they said, I’m a Creeker. I’m bad news for someone like you.”

      “I don’t care about all that. Your past is your past for a reason. You’re none of those things they said you are.”

      I glared at him, shutting my book. “How do you know?”

      He let out a breath. It seemed he was figuring out if he should say what was on his mind.

      “My mom said she met your dad at a bar in town.”

      That was news to me. my eyes widened. “What?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      I shook my head. “No. My dad is secretive, especially about his personal life. Especially since my mom died. It’s like he doesn’t want me to think he’s cheating on my mom. But I don’t care. He told me to be happy, make friends… date. And so should he.”

      He nodded, taking it all in. “Anyway, she said he was a lovely man. Very charming and intelligent, but seemed secretive, like you said. He said he was here for a fresh start.”

      I took in his words too.

      “So, they’re not like dating, are they?” The horrifying thought settled in my stomach, heavy like a stone. I hoped they weren’t. That would probably mean I couldn’t see Dane.

      “I don’t know, maybe. But I told her that she couldn’t. Not him.”

      I looked at him, surprised. “Why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I like you, Darcie. If they dated, then it might not be good for us to be together.”

      I looked out the window and mumbled, “But we’re not together.”

      “What did you say?”

      “We shouldn’t be together. Tell your mom she’s free to date my dad if she wishes. I’m glad they’re happy.”

      I went back to my book and willed him to leave me alone.

      “Ugh. But Darcie, you don’t get it. I want to be with you. I told her no, okay? I want to take you to the Halloween Ball.”

      I stared at him again. “What? I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not? I need a date. I don’t want to go with anyone else.”

      I had had enough. Why didn’t he get my message? I stood and packed up my books, even though the lesson wasn’t over yet, or the bell hadn’t rung.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Away. Anywhere but here. please leave me alone, Dane.”

      And then I walked out, muttering to the teacher that I felt sick. No one but Dane cared.
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      That night, my father didn’t come home until almost midnight from work. So I ate dinner, a microwave meal, and went up to my room to do homework before getting tired. My bedroom was on the side of the house so that I could see into the next door’s windows. I couldn’t help but watch their picture-perfect lives play out before me, like a TV family.

      I saw a glamourous woman in pearls and activewear preparing tomorrow’s lunches for her family in the kitchen. Upstairs, there was a younger teenaged boy, barely hitting puberty, playing electric guitar with his headphones on.

      But when I looked in the room next to his, I froze. My stomach flipped, and I scrambled off the bed and pushed myself against the glass pane of my window to see better.

      It was Dane.

      Dane lived next door to me. How did I not know that?

      He was lying on his bed reading. I couldn’t make out the book, the cover was unfamiliar to me, but it looked well-read like he had read it many times over the years.

      It was then he caught me looking. Our eyes met. I stood up and reached for the blind to shut them, but it was too late. He grinned and walked to his window and opened it. He gestured for me to do the same. I shook my head and began to lower the blind, ignoring him.

      I hated shutting him out, but it was for the best. What was I going to do now that I knew—and he knew—we lived next door to each other?

      I settled back into bed and picked up my book again after closing the blinds, but a few minutes later, the doorbell rang.

      Shit. It was probably Dane coming over to ask why I had just closed the blind in his face and ignored him. I sighed and headed downstairs.

      I opened the door to Dane. I knew it would be him.

      “Hey, I kinda suspected we were neighbors when my mom said the man she went out with lived next door. it didn’t click until I saw you.”

      “What are you doing here, Dane?” I left the door open, feeling defeated, and headed to the kitchen to grab some snacks. He followed me, closing the door behind us.

      “Why do you always say that? I’m here because I want to be. Anyway, why do you keep shutting me out?”

      I paused in front of the pantry before opening it and going inside to grab a chips packet. I set the already partially eaten packet on the counter before Dane, grabbing a handful before walking to the cupboard to grab some glasses.

      “Do you want a soda or something? Water? Juice?”

      “Water is fine. If I have soda now, my mom will kill me, and also, I’ll be even more wired than I am now.”

      I froze on my way to the fridge, pausing with my back to him. My heart beat wildly, galloping like a wild horse.

      “Yeah, soda probably isn’t a good idea,” I said, and neither is you being here followed in my head.

      “So, you didn’t answer my question,” he said, after eating a potato chip. I heard the rustle of the bag and then the crunch as he ate it.

      “Oh, what was that?” I acted cluelessly.

      He eradicated the distance between us and came up behind me. He grabbed my hips and twisted me around so I now faced him. and then he kissed me.

      “Damn it, Darcie. Why do you like torturing me?” he kissed me again, carefully parting my lips with his tongue. I leaned against the fridge, and he pushed his groin into mine. I could feel the slight bulge of him there, ready and waiting for me. I sucked in a breath.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “You’re a bad influence.”

      He chuckled.

      “You’re a bad influence on me.” He pecked my lips before standing up straight again. He still held me, but not as close so that he could see me.

      “Come to the ball with me, please.”

      “Why me?”

      “Why not you?”

      “Because of who I am. I’m wrong for you.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re exactly right for me. and it’s because this is so forbidden that it makes me want you even more.”

      Forbidden.

      He was right. In more ways than one. Because our parents were now dating, and he was a popular guy, and I was a social pariah.

      “But you shouldn’t want me. I will ruin you.”

      “Then I will die and go to hell with you. I don’t care.” He leaned his forehead against mine and looked into my eyes. I closed mine and pulled away from him, taking the packet of chips and heading back to my room. I didn’t care if he followed me or not, but of course, he did.

      “Darcie, I don’t care what you’ve done. You’re in a new place. It’s a blank slate.”

      I turned on him. “No. It’s not because the past always comes back to haunt you sooner or later.”

      I sat on my bed, and he sat next to me.

      “Is it really that bad? You can tell me. I won’t tell anyone or judge you.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. You won’t like me if you know who I truly am.”

      “What is it? I’m sure it’s not even that bad. You have nothing to worry about.”

      The way he was staring at me now, looking into my soul, his gorgeous blue eyes searching my face, made me want to pour my heart and soul out to him.

      But if I did, there was no going back.

      I edged into it, my secret, the one my father and I have tried to bury for years. I wouldn’t tell him the whole truth.

      “Let’s just say I am not the nice girl you think I am. I have a dark secret, one that needs to stay buried. If I tell you, then I’ll have to kill you.”

      He smirked and leaned over and brushed his lips over mine.

      “Then, I am willing to die.”
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      “It all started in my old neighborhood,” I began. We had taken our waters and the packet of chips and gone to my room, which was probably a worse idea than leaning against the fridge with him pressed against me. But I had a feeling after I told him a little of my secret, not the whole truth, but a little hint, we wouldn’t be doing anything. He would leave and probably rescind his invitation to the ball, and we would never talk to each other again. Which would suck because we lived next to each other.

      And then I would have to tell my father to somehow break up with Dane’s mom so they wouldn’t fall in love and get married, causing Dane and I to get stuck together for the rest of our lives… I took a deep breath and continued.

      “I was nine years old when I first found out my dad was having an affair.”

      Dane’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. That’s horrible. What did you do?”

      “Of course, I confronted him. I loved my mom. We were close until she passed away a year ago.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry about that too.”

      “I know. You’ve already said. I think knowing what my dad was doing made her sicker. My dad said my mom wanted to leave so many times.”

      “So what happened next?”

      “This wasn’t the first time he’d had affairs. He had a habit of having them. And they were always richer than we were.”

      Dane’s eyes flicked up and down, side to side. I could see him thinking. He was probably choosing his words carefully.

      “So, anyway, one of the women he was having an affair with was a bit older than my dad. She was known to have some mental health issues. She would come over when my mom wasn’t there, at work or the store, and when they weren’t together, she would walk into my house like she owned the place. She used to say horrible things to me, call me cruel names. I hated her.”

      “What a bitch.”

      “Yep. She was, but that wasn’t the worst of it. She… did things to other children and me. She was a foster carer, you see. She thought I somehow needed saving or something. I hated her so much that I wanted her gone from our lives. So I, um… took matters into my own hands.” I fidgeted with the water glass, spinning it around in my hands. My cheeks heated with embarrassment. Oh, god. Oh, god. Oh, god.

      “What did she do? What did you do?” he asked with a smirk. He also chuckled, which made me believe he wasn’t horrified. I swallowed the fear in my throat.

      “She used to… tie me up when I was ‘wild’ and starve me. She used to hit me. She called me Little Witch. I called the cops and got her admitted to the local psych hospital.” I shook my head and sniffed. The threat of tears burned my throat and eyes.

      “Hey, it’s okay. You did what any nine-year-old would do. She was a horrible bitch. No, she’s the witch. And people like her shouldn’t ever be around children. Plus, you said she had issues. Good riddance, I say.”

      I gasped. “You’re not horrified? You don’t want to take back your invitation?”

      “No. Don’t be silly.” He moved toward me on the bed and pulled me into his arms. I set the water glasses on the nightstand and leaned into him. His arms felt like safety. I wanted to lie in them forever.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He kissed my head. “I like you, Darcie. You’re going to have to try harder than that to get rid of me.”
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