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      My name is Bella Nova, and my family and I just moved from Astoria, Oregon to Ojai, California. Why? Because six months ago, I killed someone. Now, before you start judging me, calling me names like a “monster” or a “criminal,” know that it wasn’t my fault. Turned out, shooting someone in the name of self-defense isn’t legal in all counties, and I had to find out the hard way.

      But let me take a few steps back. I’m just your normal average seventeen-year-old high school student, nothing more, nothing less. I went to school, got good grades, hung out with my friends, and on weekends, I volunteered at the local animal shelter, where I fed and groomed the animals, preparing them for their new home. All in all, I was the good child, the one who followed all the rules and did as I was told. Unlike my brother, Ace, who ran with all the potheads and stayed out for days at a time.

      So, how did I end up in the back of a man’s pickup truck? Bound and tied like a chicken ready to be chopped and served? Let’s just say, I’m not exactly the smartest grape in the bunch. I excelled when it came to exams and standardized tests, but in the outside world, in reality, my intense lust for any guy who bats his eyes at me, and dreadful fear of ending up alone, usually put me in positions I shouldn’t be in.

      And Brick Cannon was just too delicious to resist. He came into my high school like a blazing fire, captivating the hearts of everyone he encountered, everyone except for me. And I hated it! I’d watch with envy as he flirted with my best friend, Chelsea Miller, and it drove me insane whenever he’d just brush right past me to get to her. Like I didn’t even exist!

      I resented Chelsea for it. Though it wasn’t her fault, it also didn’t help that she flirted back with him whenever she got the chance, much like all the other girls in my school. He was the most handsome boy I had ever seen in my life, and I’m sure they all thought the same.

      But then my luck started to change. Whenever I’d turn around, I’d catch Brick staring at me for a quick second before turning his head away. Was he really looking at me? Or were those eyes just for Chelsea? I second guessed myself for weeks, assuming a boy like him would never be with a girl like me, until he came up to me one day as I was walking home.

      “Hey, Bella,” he said, flashing me that charming smile, enough to make me swoon. “Whatcha up to?”

      I froze. Of course, I did. I’d never spoken to Brick before, always lusting after him from afar, so when he finally came up to me, I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Hey…,” I answered back. “Um, Chelsea isn’t here.”

      He laughed, so heartily that I was sure the entire neighborhood heard.

      “Chelsea?” he exclaimed. “Forget about her. It’s you I wanna talk to, silly.”

      My mouth hung open as I pointed to myself. “Me?”

      I wasn’t sure whether to cheer or faint. After all this time, Brick Cannon, the Brick Cannon, actually wanted to talk to me!

      “Of course! Why’d you think I hung around Chelsea so much? Because I was too scared to talk to you.”

      My eyes lit up. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was everything I’d always wanted, and I wanted, right then and there, to leap up and throw my arms around his neck.

      Brick Cannon. He was interested in me. And I couldn’t ask for more.

      But although Brick was the greatest, he was definitely not my first… crush, that is. Before my parents met, my mother used to be a bit of a… promiscuous damsel, hitting up clubs every night and bringing home a different boy. I’ve heard all the stories of her wild teenage years. So have the rest of my family, each one less enthusiastic about my mother’s sexuality than I was.
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      Growing up, I told myself that I would never end up like her, that I would meet the one man of my dreams, get married, and that was it. And I held myself to that promise, until I entered middle school. And everything changed. I had hit puberty and became a woman, and I instantly became hooked on every troublemaker who crossed my path.

      At first, it was Billy Styles, my sixth-grade crush whom everyone wanted, and he knew it. It amazed me how much of an ego was able to fit inside such a small package. The girls in my class were just getting over their “cooties” stage, and they all threw themselves at the new “bad boy” who had recently enrolled in our school. And I was no different.

      Of course, like all the boys during that time, Billy wanted nothing to do with any of us. Video games and soccer were his calling, not dating, and that only made us all want him that much more.

      But that obsession quickly faded when Alex Shaw came into my life two years later. His blonde hair and beautiful blue eyes were enough to make me shiver in all the right places. I wanted nothing more than to be his girlfriend, to lock my arm around his as we stroll to class together.

      Unfortunately, his eyes were on Becky Miller, the most popular girl in class, and the one all the boys wanted to date. I didn’t stand a chance. I watched in the shadows as Alex and Becky locked their arms together and walked by me every day down the hall. And whenever they kissed, their lips locking and tongues intertwining, I wanted to puke.

      I wasn’t ugly, per se. I just didn’t have the look that boys seemed to want. I was just your average girl next door with high standards. I had plenty of suitors knocking on my door, but I wanted the best of the best, the cream of the crop, and I wasn’t about to settle for anything less. I’d rather be alone than stoop myself to such level.

      Lucky enough for me, Becky Miller’s father eventually received an offer he couldn’t refuse, and moved his entire family to Chicago, Illinois, forcing Alex and Becky to break up. I smirked as I watched them break it off, making promises to continue their relationship long distant even though everyone knew it wouldn’t last, and Alex was in tears as he watched Becky hop in her dad’s car and drive away.

      And I was right. Less than a week later, Alex turned into a wreck when he saw a picture of his girlfriend on social media with another guy, smiling and laughing as if Alex didn’t exist. And guess who was right there to comfort him? Me. No one ever told me that the best time to snag a man is during his lowest point, but that’s exactly how I became Alex Shaw’s new girlfriend just days later.

      We did everything that he and Becky used to do, locking arms as we walked to class, and locking lips while our tongues entangled in a dance. After two months of dating, we even made love for the first time. I’d felt nervous at first, reserved and shy, but he managed to convince me that, if I really loved him, I had to do it for him.

      And so, I did, letting my sexual fantasies run wild as he claimed my virginity for himself. I finally had everything I’d ever wanted, and it felt magical.

      But maybe all that lust and desire clouded my judgment, because soon, I began to realize that Alex Shaw wasn’t who I thought he was. Not at all.

      It was our Sophomore year in high school when I finally discovered that my boyfriend had been cheating on me the entire time of our relationship. He had started dating Virginia Wilde soon after Becky left, and was only with me because Virginia refused to put out. “The Middle School Slut,” I was known as, and I wanted to die when I found out, overhearing a conversation that Alex was having with his group of friends, bragging about how he’d had sex over thirty-six times.

      And I couldn’t take it anymore. It was too much. Everywhere I went, guys came up to me, asking me to fuck them, and girls all avoided me, thinking that I’d somehow spread whatever disease I had to them. I felt so alone, so suicidal, that I convinced my parents to transfer me to a new school, in a different county, where no one knew who I was or my past. And that’s where I met Brick.
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      “You like me?” I asked before realizing how awkward and stupid I probably sounded.

      All he said was that he wanted to talk to me, and here I was throwing myself at him and expecting something much more.

      But he didn’t laugh. He didn’t point his finger at me and call me an “idiot” like I had expected.

      Instead, he rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “Yeah, I kinda do. Do you maybe wanna grab a soda with me? And it can just be as friends! I don’t want to pressure you into anything you’re uncomfortable with.”

      I quickly nodded. “As friends,” I said.

      I couldn’t have him knowing that those few words had already made my panties wet, and I wanted to just tear his clothes off and lick those abs that I imagined he had.

      I barely got to know Brick during our date. I was too busy staring into his beautiful eyes, and he was too busy running his fingers up and down my inner thigh. We both wanted each other. Not just as boyfriend and girlfriend, but we both wanted to grab each other by the shirt and make out right then and there in the booth of the diner. And it became much more obvious when he leaned in and kissed me, running his hand up the skirt of my dress and pulling down my cheeky.

      “Wait! Not here,” I hissed. “There are people here.”

      Brick looked around and saw three elders slurping on their bowl of soup. Probably all here for the early bird special. His face fell when he tried to persuade me again but was stopped instead.

      “I know somewhere we can go. It’s old, abandoned, and no one will be there to bother us,” he whispered into my ear while nibbling on it.

      I eagerly agreed, and he took my hand and led me into his pickup truck. I hesitated and winced when his hand made its way down my underwear, but I really wanted him to like me, so I didn’t stop his fingers from exploring. I could feel my body falling for his touch, his sensual touch that made me the wettest I’d ever been. He eventually stopped in front of an old barn that looked like it hadn’t been touched in nearly a century and asked me if the place was fine.

      But my body had already caved in, and I couldn’t even make it out the door of the car before climbing on top of him and unzipping his pants, feeling the girth of him inside of me while I smashed my face against his.
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      Our wild sexual adventure continued for months, fucking everywhere we could, whenever we could, and I had become so head over heels in love with him that I threw all my reserves and common sense right out the window.

      Chelsea tried to warn me about Brick, but I refused to listen.

      “He’s not a good person,” she said. “Why do you think I stopped talking to him? All he wants is sex, controlling and manipulating women into giving him what he wants. Don’t you see it? Doesn’t it seem odd to you that he only ever wants to be around you if you put out?”

      But I just rolled my eyes at her. Chelsea had been my best friend ever since I transfer to Astoria High, but there was no chance in Hell that I was going to let her come between me and the boy of my dreams.

      “You’re just jealous that he wants me and not you. Brick loves me,” I said back to her. “I love him, and we’re going to be together forever.”

      I should’ve listened to Chelsea when I had the chance. Even my mother, the Queen of Lust, tried to warn me about Brick Cannon. There was a certain sense of evil in his eyes that I’d failed to notice until it was too late.

      He had killed before, he told me when I ultimately found myself being held captive in that abandoned barn. And I wouldn’t be his last, just another pawn to satisfy his craving as he made his way across the country. And here I was thinking Alex Shaw was bad. Never did I imagine being manipulated and kidnapped by a fucking serial killer.

      And that’s how I ended up in California. On the run for shooting a man before he had a chance to shoot me first. They may come after me. After all, I had committed a crime. But they might not. I had played the role of a vigilante, and shooting Brick Cannon only meant sparing the lives of many other women he had planned on conquering.

      I could sit here and think about all the possibilities of my fate, but I’d much rather tune them all out and forget about my past. I have a new life now in Ojai, and though it seems like I’m always running from one problem to another, these were all life-or-death situations. I had no other choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Ojai, California is a small valley just north of Los Angeles, where people are both friendly and superstitious. Although they’d do anything, even things out of their way, to help a newcomer settle in and make this town their home, they’d never refrain from telling their own tales of how Ojai is haunted. No one knows why or what it’s haunted by; they just know that once every thousand years, something strange happens to the town of Ojai, a sort of vibration, followed by an aura that many of the elders deem as “evil.”

      Some of the more superstitious folks think it’s a sign from God, his way of warning the residents that the end is near and to get their shit together before the whole world collapses. Others just brush it off as another earthquake, something that’s common to residents of California, given how it resides on the San Andreas Fault.

      But whatever it is, no one has ever lived long enough after the incident to carry on the message. Maybe the world really does end once every thousand years. Maybe God does open the Gate of Heaven and sends the good ones up. Or maybe, everyone in this town is full of nonsense and bullshit.

      “You folks better be careful,” one of our neighbors warns us as my father pulls into the driveway of our new home. “It’s another thousand years again. Who knows what, or who, will come upon us this year? My husband, Charlie, and I have been preparing for over a year now.”

      “Preparing?” my mother asks, pulling a suitcase from the trunk.

      “For the apocalypse!”

      That’s when the husband walks out. “Oh, don’t listen to Betsy. It’s all just nonsense. There’s no apocalypse. It’s just a little vibration, nothing to be too concerned about.”

      “But we do have that bomb shelter, you know, just in case.” Betsy points out to Charlie.

      “That’s true, we do. I doubt we’ll need it, but it never hurts to have a backup.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” my father says as he walks into the home.

      “Anytime, neighbors!” Betsy calls out after him. “And if you folks need a place to stay during the apocalypse, our shelter has plenty of room!”

      “It’s not an apocalypse, Betsy!” Charlie angrily storms inside and slams the door behind him.

      Betsy turns to the rest of us and apologizes. “Oh, don’t mind him. Charlie’s always cranky in the morning, but you’ll get used to him. Anyway, welcome to Ojai, and be safe out there. If the apocalypse doesn’t kill us, some of the weirdos who cross through here from LA most likely will. It’s a dangerous, dangerous world.” She finishes and proceeds to walk back into her home.

      “Is there really an apocalypse coming?” Ace asks our parents, plopping his ass down on the couch, still wrapped and sealed.

      “Nah,” my father says. “Don’t mind them. They’re old. They don’t know what they’re talking about. An apocalypse every thousand years? A sign from God? Come on, it’s all a bunch of rumors. Probably to scare away newcomers.” He sits down beside Ace. “Ojai’s a great town. I’ve heard nothing but good things about this place. Don’t let our crazy neighbors get to you.”

      “Your father’s right, kids. Nothing’s going to happen. The apocalypse is nothing but a rumor. Now, go set up your rooms. You both start school tomorrow,” Mom chimes in.

      I pick up my bags and head up to my room. The stairs creak as I walk, and the flimsy railing makes me wonder whether I’m safer skipping it altogether. The house is old, a Victorian-style home, probably from the early 1800s. It smells of dust and old people, and I wouldn’t be surprised if I find several rats living up in the attic.

      Ace had already claimed his room by the time I make my way upstairs, belly flopped on his floor mattress while playing on his phone. I have no choice but to choose the other one, the smaller, much smaller, bedroom. It’s always the same wherever we go. Ace would get the better option. Perks of being the older one, I guess.

      I never liked change, but this is one I desperately needed. I can’t go back to Astoria. Too much history back there that I’d rather forget. And Chelsea, I never got the chance to tell her that I was moving. But it wasn’t like we’d really spoken since I ignored her for Brick. I sigh. That’s my life, always making bad choices and screwing everything up.

      After throwing my suitcase onto the carpeted floor, I walk over to the windowsill, twisting the pentagram ring on my right ring finger. Brick had given it to me on our third date, said it suited my style, and for me to cherish it forever. Now, I keep thinking whether he just swiped it off a dead girl. But still, it holds sentimental value. I think I’ll keep it for now.

      The wind is blowing heavily outside, splatters of rain whacking hard against the pane. I look outside, and even amid the gloomy and depressing weather, the townspeople don’t seem to mind. Yellow coats and purple umbrellas line the streets, and cars slowly glide along the roads as if no one is ever in a rush.

      “Bella! Ace!” I hear my mother cry out. “Time for lunch!”

      I spin around to head back downstairs. I can always unpack later. The day is long, and the night is longer. There’s really no point in rushing. Besides, I could hear my stomach growl the entire ride down. I need to eat something before I pass out.

      When I walked into the kitchen, Mom’s already setting the table with plates of turkey and brie sandwiches for everyone, with a large bowl of tomato soup sitting in the center.

      “Juice?” she asks me as I sit down.

      “No, thanks. I’ll just have some water.” I reach over in front of me and pour myself a glass.

      “Pour me some of that, will ya?”

      I look up, and Ace walks in, sitting himself down also, phone still in hand. I roll my eyes at him, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Hell, he never seems to notice.

      “Take mine,” I respond, handing the glass over to him before returning to pour myself another. “Where’s Dad?” I ask Mom.

      “Unloading the rest of the trunk. He’ll be in soon.”

      I watch as Mom finishes wiping her hands on a towel and grabs a few utensils from the drawer.

      Such a motherly figure. It’s hard to believe that she once worked in a strip club.

      “So,” Mom asks after taking a few bites of her sandwich. “You two ready for your first day of school?”

      “Why do I have to go to the same school as Bella here, anyway?” Ace whines. “She’ll just embarrass me. No one wants to be seen with their kid sister.”

      “Hey! You’re no prize, either!” I retort.

      “Stop it!” Dad throws his sandwich on his plate and interjects. “We’ve talked about this. Villanova Prep is the best school in the area. And your mother and I want you both to have the best education we can afford. So, unless you want to end up on the streets of LA with all the addicts on Skid Row, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and enjoy what you’re given.”

      “What’s wrong, Bella?” Mom asks when she notices me picking at my sandwich instead of eating it.

      I shrug, and even though I’m trying to focus on Mom, I can still hear my father and Ace bickering beside me.

      “What if nothing changes? It’s a new school, a new town, but what if my past comes back to haunt me? What if I fall for another guy who ruins me?”

      Mom places her sandwich back on her plate and comes over to sit beside me. She wraps her arms around mine and pulls me in for a hug.

      “Remember what we talked about, honey. Whatever happened in the past, stays in the past. Learn from it. Grow from it. I trust that things will be different for you this time. We left Astoria for a reason, so you can start over. Don’t let it all be for nothing.”

      “Yeah,” Ace yells over. “Don’t kill anyone this time.”

      My face immediately turns red, and all the pain I had tried so hard to suppress comes rushing back. I push my chair back and throw the rest of my sandwich at him. “You jerk!”

      Tears continue to pour from my eyes as I run upstairs into my room and slam the door. I can hear my mom scolding him for what he had said, but the tears won’t stop flowing.

      I’m a monster. A murderer. A slut. All that and more that I will never be able to truly escape from.
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      The next morning, my alarm blares before the sun’s even out. I wake up with tired eyes and a pounding headache. I had tossed and turned all night, the flashbacks of my past creeping into my nightmare. Sometimes when I sleep, I can still see the stains of Brick’s blood on my hands, the life of another person gone because of me. It’s a blemish that will forever be part of my record, a brand that I can never run from no matter what I end up accomplishing.

      How could someone so handsome, so charming, so sexy, turn out to be such a monster? I’ll also always wonder how our relationship would’ve turned out if he didn’t turn out to be a serial killer. Three kids, twin girls and one boy, a small cottage in the woods with a small pond behind it. That’s how I would’ve liked that relationship to have turned out.

      Brick Cannon was my greatest love, a wild adventure I’ll never forget, and even though he ultimately died by my own hands, he’ll always have a special place in my heart, the gold standard for every boy who comes after him.

      I glance over at the uniform laying on my bed, a white button-down blouse, a blue plaid mini skirt, and blue and white saddle shoes, topped with matching knee-length socks. I sigh again. I never had to wear a uniform before, but maybe this is better. Maybe forcing everyone to dress the same will prevent some girls from getting all the hot guys. I quickly shake my head at that thought. No, that can’t be my focus. Not anymore. It’s done nothing but get me into trouble.

      As I strip off my pajamas, letting it all fall to the floor, I can’t help but stare at the scar on my left arm, my mind flashing back again. Brick had left it when his nails clawed into me while I tried to escape, ripping into my flesh and pulling me back. The excruciating pain was too much to bear, but I knew I had to keep pulling away if I wanted even a slim chance of getting away. It hadn’t quite healed properly, a constant reminder of my dangerous rendezvous with love, but somehow, I preferred it this way.

      The blue plaid skirt didn’t quite reach the length I had wanted it to when I pulled it on. I can still see the bite marks left on my inner thigh from when Brick nibbled on them after going down on me during one of our passionate affairs. They were innocent at first. “Love bites” as I call them. But then he got rough, aggressive, and now, I have three sets of teeth marks imprinted onto my skin.

      After pulling on my socks, I walk over to my vanity and grab my concealer. It’s the best thing I can think of with such last-minute notice. But still, despite how much of the cream I plaster on, I can still see the faint marks sitting there, mocking me.

      “Bella! You ready up there? We’re gonna miss the bus!” Ace calls up from the living room.

      Fuck. I get up and quickly grab my backpack from my closet. It’s filled with nothing but a couple pencils and a small notebook, but what else am I supposed to bring with me on my first day of school? I then quickly climb into my shoes, grab my phone, and hurry down the stairs, where I find Ace standing there with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “About time,” he huffs.

      I mumble “sorry” and follow him out the door to the bus stop, which is only a few feet from our house.

      “You better stay away from me at school,” Ace mutters in my direction. “There, we’re complete strangers. Got it? There, you’re not my kid sister.”

      “Stop calling me a kid! And fine, I don’t want to be associated with an asshole, anyway.”

      The both of us remain silent during the rest of the wait. So quiet that I can hear him typing away at his phone while I look around at all the yellow coats and purple umbrellas walking from left to right, and vice versa. It sure gets rainy in this town, and it still surprises me how the folks around here can remain so optimistic even as they’re being drenched.

      Minutes later, the yellow bus pulls up. Ace gets on first, finding a seat in the back, while I drag behind and scoot into a seat near the front, alone. The rest of the kids on the bus look like us, white button-down shirts with blue plaid skirts for the girls, and khaki pants for the boys.

      The ride down the road is bumpy, hitting a pothole every time we pass a light or a stop sign. I can hear Ace in the back chatting it up with another boy, laughing and joking around, while I remain silent with my earbuds in, trying to ease the anxiety creeping up on me.

      The town of Ojai just seems so strange the more I look at it. More and more yellow coats with purple umbrellas grace the streets, with people still unfazed by the harsh weather that’s pouring down on them. And why are they all dressed the same? It’s like I’d left a town of normalcy and moved into some sort of cult.

      When the driver stops, a bunch more students hop on. One of them is a boy about my age with dark brown hair and emerald green eyes. I can feel my body tingling when he decides to sit next to me.

      “Hey, I’m Daven. Daven Porter,” he says to me, extending a hand out.

      I pull my own hand out from the pocket of my blazer and shake it. “Bella Nova.”

      “Bella, I like that name. It’s very sweet.” He points to my right hand. “Cool ring, by the way.”

      He flashes a smile at me, one that makes me want to just collapse in his arms. But no, I can’t. Not again. Before moving to Ojai, I made a promise to myself and my mother that I would try and restrain myself more when it comes to boys. I can’t let myself fall for the first one who says I have a sweet name.

      “Thanks,” I reply, quickly pulling my hand away.

      “So, Bella, are you new? I haven’t seen you around town before, and I know everyone. My father’s the town mayor, so it’s my duty to know all the residents here.”

      I nod. The mayor’s son? Even hotter. “My family just moved here from Oregon yesterday.”

      “Oregon, interesting. Portland? My parents like to take my sister and I to Mount Hood every winter to ski. We always have so much fun there.”

      I shake my head. Even though I’d lived in Oregon my entire life, I never really left Astoria. There was just never any reason to.

      “Astoria.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s a little coastal town in northern Oregon, near the border of Washington. Many people don’t know about it.”

      “Why the move here?”

      I’m starting to realize that this isn’t just another two-second conversation, that Daven is going to keep talking to me even though I have earbuds in. Slowly, I pull them from my ears, grip them into a ball, and tuck them into the side pocket of my backpack.

      “It’s a long story,” I manage to get out without choking up. “We just wanted a change, that’s all.”

      I’m trying to escape my past, not relive it. No way in Hell am I going to disclose the story of my entire tragic past to some cute boy I just met.

      “Let me guess, a memory you’d rather just forget?” He turns and smiles at me, his eyes showing a complete understanding to my situation.

      “Something like that.” I smile back.

      When the bus finally pulls up to the front of the school, Daven escorts me off the bus.

      “How would you like a personal tour guide on your first day? I know how daunting it can be arriving on a campus you’re not familiar with. Also, it doesn’t help that this campus has eight buildings.” He chuckles and pulls out his phone to check the time.

      “I’d love that.”

      I turn around and see Ace still chatting it up with the boy from the bus. I’m not sure what he’s up to, but I bet it’s nothing good.

      “Come on!” Daven gestures to me as the bell rings, and I follow him into the main building.

      Despite being over a thousand miles away, Villanova Prep looks just like Astoria High, the school separated into their own cliques, from the popular cheerleaders to the burly jocks to the stoners sheltered in the janitor’s closet and getting high during study period. Ace and the boy from the bus walk straight into that one.

      Immediately, I know there’s a slim chance that I’ll fit in with any of these crowds. I’ll probably just resort to eating lunch alone in a bathroom stall, much like Cady Heron in Mean Girls, when no one at her new school wanted her.

      “Hey, Daven!”

      “Looking sharp, Daven. Looks like you worked out this summer.”

      “Sexy as ever, Daven. I’ll see you around.”

      When we walk in, all the girls in the hallway start flirting with him, like he’s a piece of meat thrown into a pit full of lions. It’s clear that Daven Porter is the Brick Cannon of this school, the Alex Shaw, the Billy Styles. It’s no wonder why I found myself instantly attracted to him.

      “Now, now, ladies, settle down. There’s only so much of me. I can’t give my attention to all of you,” he says to them.

      “Aw, then at least choose one of us!” A blonde girl starts to whine. “It’s Junior year. Don’t you think it’s about time that you stop being single and choose one of us? Preferably me?”

      He chuckles and turns to her. “Stephanie, Stephanie, Stephanie. You know better than anyone that I can’t do that. If I date one of you, the rest of you will just get angry. What’ll happen to your friendship then?” He reaches out a hand and tucks a strand of hair behind Stephanie’s ear, making her blush. “Besides, I’m sort of enjoying all this attention. Makes me feel special.”

      “You are special!” Stephanie agrees, blushing again with the rest of the group giddy behind her.

      “Anyway, I should really get going.” Then he points to me. “This is Bella. She’s new, and I want you all to be nice to her. Got it?”

      As they all nod, Daven leads me away. I can hear a sigh of relief coming from him. And I don’t blame him. If I had that many people fawning over me, I’d feel stressed out, too. But then again, it’s a problem I’ll never have to worry about. I’m always the one chasing, never the one being chased.

      “Is it true?” I ask as we walk down the hall in the opposite direction.

      Daven looks at me and smiles. I’ll never grow tired of that charming smile. “Is what true?”

      “That the only reason you’re single is because you don’t want them to kill each other.”

      “Ha! Of course not. It was the only thing I could think of to let her down easy. They’re all obsessed with me, or more so, they’re all obsessed with my father’s money. The girls in this school are all the same. Instead of trying to succeed and make their own money, they’d rather chase after someone with a rich family. It’s a bit sickening, actually. And there’s definitely no chance that I’d ever go out with one of them, especially not the cheerleaders. They’re all ditzes.”

      “Wow, I never would’ve guessed how you truly feel based on that conversation back there. At first, I thought you were just—”

      “Shallow?” he finishes for me. “I can see why you might think that. But it’s all for show. I have a reputation to uphold, after all. If word gets out that the mayor’s son is walking around school being an obnoxious dick, he’d lose all his supporters. Plus, I’m student body president. I need to keep up this façade if I have any chance of winning again next year.”

      “So… would you ever date? Even if it’s not one of them?”

      He whips his head over and grins at me. “Why? Are you interested?”

      And that’s when my face turns red as I quickly force myself to shake my head and look away. “Just curious, that’s all.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice that he quickly turns his head away also, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand and letting out a small chuckle. “Yeah… yeah, same. Just curious.” He looks down at his watch, probably for some sort of distraction from this conversation. “We should really get going. I don’t want you to be late for your first class. It wouldn’t be very student body president of me if I let that happen.”

      His grabs my hand and picks up his steps, my little feet fiddling behind, but I don’t mind.

      Am I falling for him already? It’s only the first day of school, and I’m already getting myself in trouble?

      During lunch, I can hear the whispers and laughter directed at me when I walk into the cafeteria. It’s beginning to grow clear to me that these people are not welcoming of newcomers, for fear of them disrupting their little cliques. Some things just never change.

      After grabbing my lunch, I walk past the cheerleaders, with Stephanie Grimes, the obvious Queen Bee, cackling and hissing insults in my direction. At that moment, I want nothing more than to take my tray and dump it over her fresh perm, watching the milk and yogurt drip down her face and ruining her makeup.

      But I can’t. I have to remain strong and restrain myself to avoid my parents sending me to yet another school. So, instead, I grit my teeth, grinding them hard against each other to prevent myself from saying something I’d regret.
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      Several hours later, I find myself anxiously staring at the clock, waiting for the final bell to ring. My first day at Villanova Prep isn’t anything to brag about or take home. It’s not like it’s anything I haven’t experienced before. The same crap as my old schools. Stuck up girls, and brawly, dumb meatheads. And although Daven has been nice to me, I still ate lunch alone. Ace was nowhere to be seen, not even in the cafeteria. I just hope he shows up for the bus.

      “Hey, Bella!” I hear someone shout from behind me.

      Thinking it’s Ace, I plaster on a stern look on my face before turning around, just to see Daven running toward me. I quickly force my stern face into a smile.

      “Hey, Daven.”

      “How was your first day? I’m sorry I wasn’t around much. The student council had meetings all day, and between that and classes, I barely had any time for myself.”

      “It’s fine.” I shrug.

      I can’t tell him the truth, that I had to eat alone, that I had to thwart the evil stares of the cheerleaders and the inappropriate advances of the jocks. I can’t have him knowing what a shitty first day I had, and how Daven’s probably my only friend. I can’t have him thinking I’m a loser.

      “You’re not mad at me, are you? Because I wasn’t there?”

      I shake my head. “No, of course not. It’s been a long day, that’s all.”

      He let out a sigh. “Whew! That’s a relief!”

      “Does it bother you if people are mad at you?”

      “Nope!” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “It bothers me if you’re mad at me.”

      As he says that, a wave of awkward tension washes over us, and silence lingers in the air for a few brief moments.

      “Bella! Let’s go!” The shrieking sound of Ace’s voice breaks the strain between us, and I couldn’t be happier.

      “I have to go,” I finally manage to say.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      As I nod, I can hear Ace shouting my name again, so loud that I’m sure the rest of the school can hear him, too. But Ace has never been one to care whether the world sees him as a lunatic. He’s just Ace, a free-spirited, obnoxious loud mouth.

      During the ride home, I pop in my earbuds and slowly let my mind wander away. One day down, just a hundred and seventy-nine left to go. It’s going to be a rough year for sure. The rain continues to pour down on the roads outside, the yellow coats and purple umbrellas still passing by each other with almost robotic waves of hello. There’s definitely something going on with this town. Or maybe, I’m just not used to all the friendliness.

      Suddenly, I feel a slight tap on my shoulder. Expecting it to be Ace, I whip my head around, but am greeted by no one. There isn’t even anyone sitting directly behind me, and I start to turn red. After the day I had today, I’m just not in the mood for any pranks, especially not from Ace. There’s only so much I can deal with in one day.

      When the bus arrives at our stop, I grab my bag and walk off, Ace skipping behind toward me.

      “Why so fast? Got someone else you gotta murder?”

      I stop, my rage growing even more intense. “What the hell’s your problem?”

      He backs away. “Whoa, chill the fuck out. It’s just a joke!”

      “Not that! Why’d you tap me on the bus earlier and just disappear? Is that supposed to be funny?”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I was nowhere near you.”

      “Just lay off, Ace. Just lay off!”

      I angrily storm away, in the opposite direction of home. I don’t care that it’s pouring, and I’m getting drenched. I don’t care that Mom will throw a fit because I’m late. I don’t care that I’m wandering around a town I barely know all alone. I hate it here!

      I can hear my phone ring in my pocket, but I just ignore it. It’s probably Ace, calling to make sure I’m not dead so Dad won’t kill him for showing up to the house without his sister. Whatever. He deserves whatever he has coming his way.

      There’s a canal near our home that I hadn’t noticed when we first moved here. I was too busy having nightmares about my past in the car to focus on my surroundings. But it’s beautiful, even in the midst of a rainstorm. The green lily pads floating on the naturally blue water, such a beautiful and calming sight to see. I can just sit here for hours staring out into its beauty, if the pouring rain wouldn’t get me sick.

      But still, it doesn’t hurt to live out that dream a little. Dropping my bag down on the wet asphalt, I draw my blazer over my head and plop myself onto the concrete. The puddle of water soak through my skirt, but I don’t care. With all the craziness in my life, I just need a moment of peace to forget about it all.

      What am I doing with my life, anyway? I can’t keep forcing my family to move every time I fuck up. I should be in prison right now, not a prep school. My parents had been understanding enough to take me away, but that also makes them accomplices, and I can’t have them keep covering up for my falls.

      I lean back on my hands, my fingers brushing against gravel and rocks. Gosh, I can’t even remember the last time I’ve felt so connected with nature. Fishing for a fairly large rock, I pick it up and chuck it into the canal, the sound of the quiet plop like music to my ears.

      Brick and I went by the bay once, his favorite spot near Youngs Bay that he said he’d like to go to every now and then to relax and clear his mind. It’s a large empty field of absolute nothingness, a quiet and isolated part of town that barely gets any traffic. I remember the day he suggested a picnic during a sunny afternoon, beer in hand with a basket full of sandwiches and fruit. Though, it wasn’t like we really did any eating. One beer in, and Brick was already all over me, climbing on top of me and tearing my clothes off. Looking back now, I wonder if that was actually a spot he took all his victims. Even the thought of it sends chills up my body.

      Then I hear another plop, the sound of another rock splashing into the canal. Is someone else here? I turn my head to look around, curious to see who else is crazy enough to stand here, throwing rocks in the dead of a thunderstorm.

      But I can’t see anyone. Maybe it’s because of the haze from the storm, or they’re hiding in the shadows somewhere that I’m not aware of, but to me, I’m all alone. Strange. It better not be Ace. But then again, Ace would never be out here. He spends all his time indoors, either playing video games or getting high. Nature sickens him, his own words.

      The rain continues to pour down even harder; time for me to go if I don’t want to get sick. I press my hands against the concrete to hoist myself up, grab my backpack, and start heading home.

      When I get back, I’m lucky enough to find that Mom and Dad are still at work. Ace is home, his door shut with his usual “Bella not allowed” sign stuck on his bedroom door. I roll my eyes. Whatever. I don’t need him.
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