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Chaptre 1 — Just a dream
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—  Adèle, I love you.



I looked up at him. Him. The man of my dreams. I looked into his pensive green eyes, those eyes that held nothing but sincerity and passion for me. I gulped, nervous and speechless. My heart was pounding in my chest, on the verge of exploding. Deep down, I knew we hadn't gotten to know each other. I know more about him than he ever could about me. For me, that was enough, but for him? How could he tell me that he loved me already? I had worshipped, admired and adored him all these years. I know his favorite color, the places he grew up in, all the movies he's been in, and the fact that he also has an incredible sense of humor behind that stern, serious face he sometimes wore.

I had spent hours and hours in theaters, in my living room or even my bedroom cheering him on as he appeared on late night talk shows and showed up in red carpet premieres. For many years, I was a total stranger to him. A mere groupie among his sea of admirers. And today, he told me that he loved me? How could this even be possible ? 

Jerrald Griffith took my hand and squeezed it between his, looking down on me. I opened my mouth to say something, but the only sound that came out was a bunch of "uh's". Standing in front of him like that made me lose my voice. It made me lose my mind.

— Adèle, do you love me too?

The answer was obvious. My cheeks were getting hotter and hotter. I could feel the eyes of the people around us scrutinizing us, a mix of hardcore fans like me and early celebrities. The spotlight was on us, and the sound of the paparazzi clicking their cameras made me realize that we were not alone.

We were at a red carpet premiere. How did I get here? As far as I know, I'm just a normal high school student with a boring, ordinary life. What could I have done to be at such an important event? I tilted my head to look at the clothes I had put on. It was a silver, chic, sequined maxi dress, like the ones Hollywood actresses wore in the 50s or 60s. Jerrald himself was dressed in a white suit that completed my look, his blond hair gelled back to reveal his oh-so-pretty face.

— Of course I love you , I whispered, but do you really love me? You're such a big Hollywood star and I'm a nobody. A nobody from a small town you don't even know. How can you fall for someone like me? I am nothing.

Hearing my words, Jerrald lifted my chin so that I was no longer staring at the ground. That look. The greenest, brightest eyes I'd ever seen. They were filled with a disarming sincerity that went straight to my heart.

— You are not a nobody, Adèle. I see you. You're an exceptional person to me and it's only a matter of time before everyone finds out. Have a little faith in yourself, okay?

I felt like melting on the spot. I managed to say one word.

— I managed to say one word. "Okay ".

Jerrald lifted my chin higher, and suddenly he leaned forward, his lips slightly apart and his eyes half closed. I tensed. The people around us whispered, the paparazzi almost blinded us with their flashes. Yet I didn't care. In front of me was the man I had always loved and he was leaning in to kiss me. To kiss me! He was going to give me that kiss I had dreamed of for so long.

I let him take my head. I didn't care what anyone else thought, the world around us no longer existed. Everything had blurred until only the two of us were left. I closed my eyes, feeling him closer and closer. After a second, I felt the side of his nose touching my cheek, only next to mine. I took a deep breath. Here we go! Just a little more. Just a little more...

But I was awake.

I opened my eyes, fear instantly seeping through my veins. I stopped puckering my lips any longer, and sank into my pillow, pulling the comforter over my head. Tears flowed as I realized it was all a dream. Damn it. This was the fourth time I'd had such a true dream about him, and each time I'd fallen deep, far away, into the nothingness of my subconscious, like Alice down the rabbit hole, as if it were all my reality.

I pushed the sheets back down and sighed in exasperation.

—  " I should have known," I mumbled and repeated louder, "I should have known! "

The mind has an amazing ability to conjure up images or scenes that are too good to be true. I should have known that Jerrald Griffith - or a boy like him - would never fall in love with me.

You are a special person to me...

The words they had spoken to me were just a figment of my imagination. They were only words I had made up, things I knew and wanted to hear from Jerrald. Forget it, he would never tell me that. It was probably one of his lines that I'd heard a ton of times when I watched his movies over and over again. Deep down, I wanted to hear such things from someone who simply loves me. Whether it was Jerrald or not. Even if that person also felt like a nobody. We could be "together".

It sounds silly what I'm saying, but that's how I feel. I felt like I didn't count for anyone. I lived alone with my mother. It was just the two of us in life and yet I felt like I wasn't "enough" for her. My presence alone was not enough for her. I was sure she loved me, I had no doubt about that, but you see, I mostly felt like a little dog that she was feeding and sheltering to make sure I didn't lack anything... but she herself was in pursuit of love. I felt like that was the gift she had left me. The relentless need to be loved and not finding that one person who would make us feel it. I loved my mother, but I was realistic enough to consider the type of woman she was. We were two completely different people in many ways, but I knew I got that from her.

I reluctantly got up from my bed and put on clean clothes. I washed my face and brushed my teeth, reluctant to meet my reflection in the mirror. I drew a thin pencil line under my eyes to bring my sad, dreamy look to life. Grabbed my backpack, my iPod, and a single cereal bar from the kitchen counter, I left the apartment. I hadn't even bothered to knock on my mother's bedroom door. I knew she was home late at night. Who knew what kind of man she'd brought into her bed this time?

With my headphones on, I began to hear Jerrald Griffith's latest tune "If You Only Knew". Yes, he was not only a top Hollywood actor, but he was also a singer-songwriter whose many songs had been praised by the Billboard Music Charts over the years. Seriously, only Jerrald Griffith could juggle his life as an actor, singer and student. Of course, he didn't really go to college. He probably had an excellent personal tutor who helped him and traveled with him while he was touring the world. Still, he should be commended for not dropping out of school to pursue his career in Hollywood. Most actors just choose to quit  with such much responsibility.

My high school was about a five-minute walk, just enough time to hear a song and a half. Within minutes of listening to music, mostly Jerrald's, my mood usually improved before I got to college. I avoided choosing rather sad melodies when it was time to go to school. I didn't want to affect my already roller-coaster mood. As I got closer to school, I felt my stomach tighten. My stress level was rising and I kept trying to convince myself not to turn around and skip school. I had to remember that I was responsible, I didn't do that kind of stuff.

When I finally arrived, I immediately saw my best friend, Elba, a pretty redhead, waiting for me by the giant tree in front of the main building of the school. The students had been dropped off by buses earlier and most of them had started to walk in quietly to get ready for the first hour of class. She smiled, holding her bag that rested in front of her feet. She is the second most important person in my life after my mother. I would sometimes say she outranks the first, but it wouldn't be politically correct to admit it. She is a person with such a big heart and generosity, that with her, I felt like my word was worth something. I knew it was pathetic to talk like that.

— Addy!" shouted Elba, waving at me, just as I took my headphones out of my ears.

Honestly, I didn't know why she gave me the nickname "Addy". I mean, wasn't the point of most nicknames to make it shorter and easier to pronounce? Well, Addy had the same number of syllables as Adele, and my real name wasn't even that hard to pronounce to begin with except for that slight roll of the tongue at the sound of the "l". Still, I didn't mind. I liked that Elba was the only one who called me that. Besides, I had given her a nickname too.

— Elby!" I called her back.

My smile reached my ears as I finally approached her.

— What's up? What are you holding in your hand?

— I have a HUGE surprise for you, my best friend enthused.

I swear, her hands looked like they were shaking slightly with excitement, like she had just had two cups of black coffee in the morning. Even though she was an expressive person, this morning she was even more so.

— What? What is it?

— Hold out your hands, palms up, and close your eyes.

I gave her a curious, but excited look. Becoming slightly impatient, I closed my eyes and did as she said. She placed two strips of paper on my palms.

— Okay! You can open your eyes now.

I opened them again and looked at the pieces of paper on my hands. I gasped and started jumping around when she finally said what it was. I couldn't believe my luck.

— Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God...

— I know... right? she said, jumping up and down with excitement too.

Some of the students gave us some weird looks ,can’t blame them tho, but I didn't care. We had two tickets to the premiere of Jerrald Griffith's new movie, Sweet Criminal. I was going to get to see, with my own eyes, the man of my dreams. I think if I could move without touching the ground, that's what I would be doing right now because I was floating on my cloud.

— How did you manage to get that?

Now I understand why her hands were shaking too.

— My father! My dad came home yesterday with the most mischievous and proud look on his face. He tried to be cool and nonchalant about it. He sat on the couch and handed me the bills like he was giving me my allowance for the week.

I laughed as I imagined the look on Mr. Armstrong's face.

— Your dad is so cool. I'm so happy, Elby. Jerrald Griffith. Oh my God!

— I know, you have no idea how much I screamed and jumped around the living room when Dad gave me the tickets. I held back from calling you. I wanted to surprise you this morning. Right now, you can't lose that piece of paper. It's a NO.

— I swear to you. It will be safe as soon as I get home.

As we walked to our first class, which was English, my best friend and I couldn't help but look at the tickets. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach as I remembered perfectly the dream I had last night. Of course, I had no reason to believe that Jerrald Griffith confessing his love to me could ever happen. Yet just seeing his face on the other side of the gates, like a hundred other girls who also admired him, would be enough to make me happy.
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CHAPTRE 2 — Meeting with the devil
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When Elba and I entered the English class, the first thing that caught my eye was Ezekiel Levy staring at me. He was the devil in my eyes. I walked by him and he giggled for no apparent reason. I rolled my eyes, all my excitement for the Jerrald Griffith movie premiere gone. This boy was draining all my positive energy. I sat behind him - I didn't choose that seat, by the way (frankly, who would?) - and stared at him.

— What do you want? I asked him.

I was definitely not in the mood to be intimidated right now. Next to me, Elba nervously gave me an anxious look. He was holding my gaze and I must admit that in the intimidation game, he was the winner. I looked away, long before he did. He was the primary reason for my stomachache and anxiety when I arrived here.

It had been almost four months since Ezekiel Levy, the star player on our school's field hockey team, had begun to bully me. Seriously, I didn't really know what I could have done about it, or even what had made him do it. I had always played the wallpaper card, which meant that I had always done everything I could to be confused with the walls. Until the last few months, I had always been invisible to guys like him, he wouldn't even glance at me and I was fine with that. And for some reason he had decided that I was his new target, ruining my life and my peace of mind at school. When you became Ezekiel Levy's new target, everyone saw you, but not for the right reasons. I was an introverted personality and didn't like being the center of attention. And the last thing in the world I wanted to be was the little pebble in the boy's shoe. All I wanted to do was walk along the walls of the school and blend in.

Even though Ezekiel was an attractive guy, his seductive, Machiavellian nature made me sick, and I had never tried to interact with him before. I was ignoring him as he was ignoring me, and the plan was just perfect. I thought he would ignore me and leave me alone until we graduated high school, but apparently he had made me his newest target.

Sometimes he would yell at me just to make his gang of friends laugh, and he might call me different names when he saw me walking down the hallway or hanging around outside my locker. Sometimes he would even sit across from me in the cafeteria for a few minutes to watch my lunch and help himself without asking my permission. It was mean and cruel. He would humiliate me in front of people, especially in gym class, and I hated it....

Of course, there were always his little athletic minions behind him, ready to support him, cheer him on and inflate his ego even more. What a dumb! Even though he was still in vogue in the school, he wasn't the most popular, or even the best looking in the school, but his influence was such that he rallied everyone to his side. There was no doubt in my mind that he was the master of his kingdom and that he was sitting on his throne like the devil he was. The only thing I could think of when I looked at him was the many times he had disrespected me, when he had mocked me, and when he had been mean to me over the past few months. All of this was very painful for me. Trying to reason with this type of character was a waste of time. I had to face him and I hadn't found the courage yet, even though I had a surplus in my veins right now. Probably caused by Elba's surprise.

— What? I repeated.

He had this thoughtful look on his face, watching me, his chin pressed against the palm of his hand.

— Well, nothing. You just remind me of someone, he finally replied, shrugging his shoulders and turning his attention to the professor in front of us.

Krystal Estrada, Ezekiel's current girlfriend, gave me a brief glance. She was sitting next to him, which meant she was right across from Elba, which also meant that the four of us were sort of a square in terms of seating.

Krystal was the typical blonde, pretty and fashionable. She looked like a Barbie doll with her blue eyes and perfect hair. She wasn't necessarily cruel, like her boyfriend, but the fact that she didn't call him out on his bullying tendencies and behaviors made me feel like she didn't care what happened to others. The "me", "my self", "I" was  so important to her. Of course, there was the possibility that she was shy about telling on him or reasoning with him for fear of tainting their romantic relationship, but I don’t really know. If they were truly in a healthy, supportive relationship, calling out the other's rude behavior wouldn't be such a big deal. And then, after all,like attractive like, right?

But I knew that if Ezekiel wasn't that kind of boyfriend, he would understand what open communication and constructive criticism is all about. Honestly, I really didn't know if I should be mad at Krystal. Yes, she may have been the better of the two, but she still had a few traits that she could improve upon.

Mr. Faulkner finally began his daily attendance call.

— Avila, Adèle?

I was always the first one called in almost all my classes.

— Present!" I said in a well-modulated voice, raising my hand.

Our English teacher nodded toward me, and then proceeded to call the other students. I wiggled my fingers a little, looking out the window at the blue, cloudless sky.

— Armstrong, Elba?

— Here!"

— Estrada, Krystal?

— Right here.

— Levy, Ezekiel?

— Ready to send it.

The obnoxious being in front of me had yelled. Most of the other students in the class giggled and chuckled. Mr. Faulkner looked up from his clipboard with an amused smile.

— Well, Mr. Levy, that's a unique way to confirm your presence in this class, he said.

— I know, sir, Ezekiel replied cheerfully.

I couldn't see his face, but I knew he probably winked at our teacher.

— Uh, Sherman, Joseph?

— Present, said a familiar voice.

I turned my head to Jo, short for Joseph, who was sitting on Ezekiel's right. Jo was his best friend. He played on the field hockey team, nicknamed "Number 2" by the whole school, implying that his field hockey skills and abilities were weaker than Ezekiel's. Honestly, I didn't really know how I would feel about being called number 2. Again, it depended on the person, whether they were competitive or not. Some people would be happy to be forced into second place and others would be totally disappointed. So close and yet so far, they would say.

Another big mystery to me was how someone like Jo could be friend With someone like Ezekiel. Jo was just quiet, more reserved, but incredibly kind. He wasn't as wise as Gandhi or someone of the super Zen variety, but I could easily understand why there were so many girls who admired and loved him. The juxtaposition between the two boys was just remarkable. "Hey Jo! Why are you still friends with Ezekiel? Of course, I could ask the same thing about Krystal, but Jo had been his best friend for so long, and long before he became such a bully. Still, at the end of the day, I couldn't really ask them both such personal things. Besides, it wasn't that I cared deeply, anyway. I was just a little curious.

Suddenly, Jo looked behind him, then his gaze landed on me. Oh my God! Did he sense or notice that I was looking at him? Our eyes met, and I felt my cheeks grow hot. He wasn't as handsome as Jerrald Griffith, but he could certainly go to Hollywood, if he wanted to. He gave me a slight smile, his shyness evident. I gave him back a half smile, unsure of what he really thought of me. Then we both looked at Mr. Faulkner simultaneously.

Joseph was the only one of Ezekiel's friends who hadn't laughed at me. He was also the only one I could see standing up to this guy. I had a feeling that maybe that's why Ezekiel had so much respect for him and made him his best friend. They were more on equal footing.

— Okay! Now that everyone in the class is present - which is a rare occasion, if I may say so , Mr. Faulker began, laughing slightly as he said the last part and resumed. We can move on to our discussion of modern American poetry.

He turned his back on us, took a small piece of chalk from a box, and wrote the topic in large block letters in the center of the large blackboard.

— Hey, Adèle! I finally remembered who you remind me of!

Ezekiel suddenly stood up and turned to face me once more. At that moment, I felt the attention of the rest of the class shift to me. I kept quiet. I was apprehensive about what he was going to say and the stomach ache had started again, I would never get used to having so much attention on me.

— Hmmm... I can't remember her name, he continued, scratching the back of his head as if he was thinking about it, I've been trying to think for a while, but I'm pretty sure she's the one who's always in the porn movies. You know, the one...

The last thing I remembered doing was getting up and slapping Ezekiel. Hard. The force of my slap left a huge red mark on his left cheek, and the whole class gasped in surprise. I could feel Elba's anxiety, Jo's and Krystal's burning looks, and finally, Ezekiel Levy's growing anger. I swear, if he had been a cartoon character, he would have had smoke coming out of his nostrils and ears by now. His eyes were throwing knives.

— Miss Avila! Mr. Levy! cried Mr. Faulkner, leaving the chalk on his desk to approach us.

On the blackboard he had written only "American Modern Poe," the last three letters were missing.

— What's all the fuss? Go straight to the principal's office and let him deal with you two! 

I didn't even think to defend myself, and neither did Ezekiel. It was clear that Mr. Faulker was angry and that we had to listen to his orders without grumbling so as not to be targeted. We had both started our walk of shame when we left the classroom. I could hear the whispers

.
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CHAPTRE 3 - 

Crime and punishment
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— Come in.

Ezekiel and I were in Principal Schroeder's office. I had entered first and stood by the door. It was simply a courtesy, to let Ezekiel pass. I had walked ahead of him, because he was hanging around and taking his time.

— Please sit down, both of you, said the man across from us.

Mr. Schroeder was a tall man in his forties with thick-rimmed glasses and salt-and-pepper hair. I remember my mother telling me that he was attractive. As far as I was concerned, he was too old to fit into the box. He always wore a suit and tie, and always walked around the school greeting students and asking how they were doing. Sometimes he would even pay us a surprise visit in the cafeteria at lunchtime, gently telling the students to stop bickering. I had never seen him raise his voice at anyone, but everyone respected him anyway. More importantly, he had this ability to shut down a room full of rowdy, noisy students as soon as he walked in. Sometimes I wish I had that kind of authoritative presence. If I were him, I know I wouldn't shave the walls like the self-effacing person I used to be.

Ezekiel and I sat in front of him in silence. I avoided looking at him, and I avoided looking at Ezekiel.

— Now, what brings you both here?" he asked, clasping his hands together and placing them in front of his stomach.

His gaze continually went from Ezekiel to me. I played with my fingers, uncomfortable. I felt as if his gaze could read us and he pretended not to know what we were doing there. Yet I know it was my imagination.

— Um, I began.

I turned to Ezekiel, next to me, but he avoided my gaze and just sank back into his seat a little more. Knowing he wouldn't open his mouth to speak, I decided to be the one to explain the situation to the director. I looked up at Mr. Schroeder and jumped in.

— Mr. Faulkner from our English class ordered us to come here.

— Yes, I can see that, but why exactly?

I looked down in shame and stared at my fingers before answering.

— It's because we both caused a commotion in class.

My voice was still weak, but I knew he could still hear what I was saying before adding:

— I slapped him.

The principal's face changed and he raised an eyebrow, unable to hide his surprise. His reaction accentuated my discomfort, feeling that I was giving an unacceptable and unusual image of myself. I also knew that he must have thought of me as a teenager incapable of doing such a thing without real motives. He certainly didn't see me as someone who fought and broke the rules. I was totally inconspicuous and followed all the rules. I even imagined that he didn't even know I existed.

— I see," he managed to say, staring at me, "I guess there's a reason you slapped him?

I nodded, then turned my attention back to Ezekiel.

— Will you tell the principal why I slapped you?

Silence.

— Mr. Levy, I'd like you to answer the question. Sitting around and sulking is not the way a man solves things, is it?

For the first time since we entered the office, Ezekiel looked up and made eye contact with the principal. He sighed, straightening up to regain his composure. This time, the red mark on his cheek had already faded. I had a feeling that I would pay dearly for this summit meeting when we got out of here.

— I made a joke in class, you know me, I like to make jokes.

— And what was the joke? I assume it had something to do with Miss Avila here, or she wouldn't have felt like slapping you.

Ezekiel sighed once more, the second time in fifteen seconds.

— I made a joke that Adele reminded me of one of those porn stars. The whole class heard it.

Mr. Schroeder started coughing, obviously not expecting this response. His reaction increased my unease.

— But was it true?

He insisted, while maintaining a friendly, approachable expression. Did he really have to ask that? It was slightly inappropriate, wasn't it? I felt like I was sinking further into my chair. I didn't see the relevance of asking that question. Was he trying to make me feel even more uncomfortable than I already was?

— Is it true that she reminded you of one of those... actresses?

He shook his head.

— Like I said, it was just a joke.

I hid my face in my hands, feeling the tears welling up in my eyes. I gained confidence as I exhaled deeply. I didn't want to cry in front of these two men. Besides, I didn't want to give Ezekiel the satisfaction of having successfully hurt and humiliated me. It was the only thing that kept me going, that kept me sane. Months of being intimidated by him were a challenge, and I didn't want to let him know that he understood me. That he had succeeded in making me feel sad or worried! As much as I could, I wanted to be one of those rare people that he could never break.

Even behind this facade, I was experiencing the jolts. I already had low self-esteem, but since he started to make me his favorite victim, I felt like it was worse. I had this feeling that I wasn't much, and reaching out to people took a lot out of me, even if it was for a general question or to form teams of two in class. I always felt like what I had to say wasn't important and didn't do any good in a group discussion or even a dialogue. I was more the girl who listened to others than the one who led a conversation.

Just the thought of walking through the halls of the school was an ordeal for me. The fear and anxiety of facing Ezekiel, or one of his minions and being laughed at, was becoming more and more unbearable. I didn't know what I had done to deserve this, and even when I stopped to think about it, I didn't think anyone could deserve such interest if it was to hurt the other.

— This isn't the first time Ezekiel has been mean to me," I snapped.

Before I could stop myself, it was a "now or never" kind of situation. I wanted his bullying of me to stop, and the only way to do that was to open up to the director, facing the situation I was in. I knew that I was in danger of getting the wrath of my tormentor, but if I didn't take this chance, I didn't know when it would come.

— He has been harassing me for almost four months now, calling me different names and always trying to humiliate me a little more... He tripped me using his foot, claiming that it was an accident and that it was not intentional. This was just the tip of the iceberg though.

Upon hearing what I was saying, Mr. Schroeder sat back in his seat and looked out the window, thinking. Ezekiel remained silent. The sky was as blue and cloudless as ever. From the office one could also see the gargantuan acacia tree where Elba was waiting for me this morning.
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