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 1 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
    Monday September 12th 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Grandma Rae pulled her rusty, white 1978 Beetle into the parking lot of Diamond Lake High School. As we drove toward the drop-off area, I already felt scrutiny from the kids walking into the building. I’d heard from my cousin Chloe, who’d graduated the year before, that the school was filled with snobs. I was already picking up on that vibe and hadn’t even stepped out of the car. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to walk with you to the office?” Grandma Rae asked. 
 
    I noticed two girls standing outside of the school, snickering at her beat-up jalopy. If they saw me walking in with my eccentric grandma, who was currently wearing fishing waders, they’d have a field day with that.  
 
    “No, thanks. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Is it because I’m over-dressed?” she asked with a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “I suppose I could have waited until I got to the lake to wear my waders. But, my knee was acting up this morning. Easier to get them on when I’m sitting in bed.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Collecting bait this morning?” 
 
    “Yep. We’re almost out of minnows.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
     She parked the car next to the curb, reached back for the folder with my school records, and handed everything to me. “Here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
     A group of jocks walked passed our car. One of them looked at us and then said something that made the other guys laugh.   
 
    Assholes. 
 
    I already hated the school and everyone in it.  
 
    “You know, since it’s my last year, I could take online classes,” I said, giving them a dirty look.  
 
    “Your mother went here. I know she’d want you to attend to. As far as online schooling, that’s the easy way out. You need this more than you know.” 
 
    Right, just like I needed a bullet to the head. 
 
     “I guess we can agree to disagree,” I mumbled.   
 
    She smiled sadly. “I know this isn’t easy, but you’re going to be fine. You’re stronger than you know.” 
 
    She was trying to help, but the conversation only reminded me of everything I’d lost. My friends. My home. My parents. My entire life. As much as I loved her, I didn’t want to be in Diamond Lake. I just wanted my old life back.    
 
    “Mackenzie?”  
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Her eyes searching mine. “Seriously, you’ve got this.” 
 
    I nodded, although I didn’t feel like I had anything. But, I didn’t want to worry her. She’d lost a lot too. My mother, Quinn. Her only daughter. I sometimes heard her crying at night, when she thought I was asleep.  She was suffering. She was just better at hiding it.  
 
    Grandma Rae reached over and brushed the hair away from my eyes. “Just remember that fate has led you to this moment. What happened was a terrible, terrible thing. It was a slap in the face from that bitch, Destiny. Now, you can let her beat you or you can tell her to fuck off. But, my dear, you are blood of my blood. You’re strong. You’re not just a Dumas, but a Maverick. You can have anything that you desire if you put your mind to it. That includes happiness.” 
 
     My grandmother was as tough as nails and her glass was always half full. Her husband, Grandpa Donald, had died from a logging accident, back when my mom and her brothers were very young. Grandma Rae raised four kids on her own and had worked her ass off doing it.  
 
    “It’s not that easy.” The words left my mouth before I could stop them. I sounded like a whiny kid and hated it.  
 
    “No, but life wasn’t meant to be easy. At least that’s what I keep telling myself and it’s gotten me this far. I mean, how many women you know run a taxidermy and a bait store? Especially, in these parts with all the sexist pigs and gossipy old hens,” she mused.  
 
    They were another reason why my mother had moved away.  Still, Diamond Lake was a popular tourist place and Grandma made decent money, so she wasn’t leaving anytime soon. You’d never know though. As well off as she was, Grams lived pretty conservatively. I’d heard my father talk about her hidden money all the time. He always said that she probably had a million dollars tucked away. Mom used to deny it, but I’d been helping Grandma with her bookkeeping and could see that she was indeed doing very well.   
 
     Grandma patted my knee. “Now, keep your chin up and don’t let anyone get you down. I know how kids are and sometimes they can be mean to the new one on the block.” 
 
    I looked again at the two girls still staring at our car and obviously talking trash. Although it infuriated me, and I was PMSing enough to do something about it, it was my first day. Tomorrow, however, might be a different story. “I’m not worried about it.” 
 
     “Oh, before I forget, Chloe said you should check out the Drama Club.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in theater anymore.”  
 
    She pursed her lips together. “Nonsense. You’ve always loved acting, ever since you were little. And you’re so good at it. I bet you’d land one of the leading roles.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I had a feeling that the Drama Club at Diamond Lake was cliquey and I’d regret joining.  
 
    “Give it a chance. I think it will do you good to join some kind of after-school club. It will keep your mind off of everything.” 
 
    “Helping you at the bait store can do that, too.” 
 
    “That’s different. You shouldn’t give up the things you love because of this bump in the road. Just… think about it.” 
 
    I nodded, more to appease her.     
 
    The bell rang.  
 
    “You’d better get going. Don’t forget to find out which bus you’ll be on.” 
 
    “I won’t. Bye.” I opened the door and got out. 
 
    “Bye, Kenzie.” She grinned. “Break a leg.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I closed the door and began walking toward the front entrance, feeling all eyes on me. It would have been so much easier if I’d have started last week, like everyone else. I may have blended in by now. But, it was obvious that I stuck out like a sore thumb.   
 
    As I was pulling the handle to open the front door, I felt someone touch my ass. I turned around and saw a tall, muscular red-haired guy. He reminded me a little of Ed Sheeran, but with short, spiky hair and a much more angular face.  
 
    “Sorry, my bad,” he said with a wicked grin. “I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    There were two guys standing next to him and I could tell by their expressions they knew he was full of shit.  
 
    I smiled briskly. “I guess you gotta take what you can get when you’re desperate.” 
 
    “Ooh, son, you just got flamed…” one of the guys said, cackling with laughter.  
 
    Before the toucher could reply, I walked into the school.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 
 
      
 
     Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up in bed with a hangover and a half-naked chick lying next to me. If I had to be honest, both were pretty ugly. If that shit wasn’t bad enough, I was obviously going to be late for school and I couldn’t afford it. One more Tardy and I’d lose my parking pass.  
 
    I shook the woman’s arm. “Hey, Amy. Get up.” 
 
    She frowned and opened her eyes. “It’s April,” she said in a dry, gravelly voice. 
 
    “Okay, April. What the fuck are you doing here?” I knew I hadn’t invited her to my bed. No fucking way. Crooked teeth, some missing. Smeared, drawn-on eyebrows. Rail-thin body, except for the fake tits. Twitchy, like an addict. Either this was a prank the guys had set up, or I’d hit rock-bottom and needed some serious intervention. 
 
    “I didn’t have a ride home.”   
 
    Things were starting to come back to me in my half-drunken haze. Sonny, Tyler, Mitch, and I had snuck into a strip club in Lancaster, which was the next town over. Since the place was such a shit-dive, it hadn’t been too hard to walk through the front door. She’d been one of the dancers. I remembered something about her giving Sonny head in the parking lot. Being the horny bastard that he was, he wanted more, so we’d brought her back to party at my place, because my old man was out of town. It had never been my intention to fuck her though. Or, be alone with her. How she ended up in my bed was beyond me.  
 
    “Did we have sex?”  I asked, afraid of the answer. 
 
    She looked amused. “What do you think?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    I released the breath I’d been holding.   
 
    She went on. “But, that’s because you were too drunk. You passed out on me.” She scratched the top of her shiny, red panties. Not because she was horny. She had an itchy fucking crotch. 
 
    I felt the bile rise up in my throat. I needed to burn my fucking sheets. I really liked those sheets.  
 
    “You need to go. I’m running really late,” I muttered. 
 
    “For work?” 
 
    “School.” 
 
    “Oh, are you a college student?” 
 
    “High school,” I replied, hoping that would finally get her ass moving. 
 
    She stared at me in shock. “What? How old are you?” 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
     I was actually eighteen, but whatever. She had to go. 
 
    “Oh my God.” April scrambled out of bed and began pulling her shredded, jean shorts on. “This is horrible. I can’t believe… look, don’t you dare tell anyone about this.” 
 
    “It’s our secret.” I would carry it to my grave.   
 
    She reached down and picked up a yellow, sequined tank top. “Seventeen. I guess it could be worse. So, what about the other guys?” 
 
    “Same age as me.” 
 
     She groaned. “How did you boys even get into the bar?” 
 
    I grabbed a shirt out of my closet and pulled it off of the hanger. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I guess not. What’s your address? I need to call an Uber.” 
 
    “Not a good idea. My old man should be coming home any minute,” I lied. “He can’t see you.” 
 
    “Obviously. Can you drop me off somewhere then?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m already late. There’s a gas station up the road.” 
 
    She looked relieved. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I was flying down the road in my Mustang, watching the clock and swearing at every red light. As luck would have it, I made it to school just in time for my first class. Unfortunately, I realized pretty quickly that I’d forgotten to do my homework and it was still in my locker. 
 
    Ms. Haven, my Physics teacher, wasn’t happy when I told her where it was. “Did you finish the assignment?”   
 
    “Most of it,” I replied, sitting on the corner of her desk. I smiled and nodded toward her blue blouse.  “You know, that color really brings out your eyes. You should wear more of it.”  
 
    Ms. Haven blushed. “Go and get your homework, Mr. Adams. Make sure it’s completed and in my basket by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded toward the red apple on her desk. I’d forgotten to eat and was starting to feel lightheaded. Especially after last night’s drunk-fest. “What kind of apple is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A Gala. Why?” 
 
    “I missed breakfast this morning. It looks really good right now.” 
 
    The teacher looked amused. “Go ahead. Take it.” 
 
    I grabbed the apple, pulled the edge of my T-shirt up and polished it with the fabric. When I glanced at Ms. Haven, she seemed to be fixated on the apple. Or, maybe it was my abs. Considering that she was pretty hot for a teacher, I didn’t exactly mind. I’d been with older women before. Some of them had mad skills. 
 
    I grinned. “Thanks. I owe you one.”  
 
    Looking a little flushed, Ms. Haven and picked up her pen. “No problem. Just, get your homework and hurry back please.” 
 
    I stood up and walked away from her desk, winking at Sonny who was smirking. 
 
    “Thanks, I owe you one,” he mimicked quietly. “The big one.” 
 
    Laughing, I flipped him off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
    After checking in at the office, I was told that I’d be given a tour of the school by another senior named Sara Jenkins. I learned that she was part of the student council and school newspaper.  
 
    “Also, you’ll need to read the Student Regulation book and pay close attention to the Dress Code,” the principal, Art Bowers, said with a disapproving look at my jeans. He was a skinny, balding man with a horrible comb-over and a moustache that curled up at the ends. Like a circus ringmaster. “We do not allow holes in our clothing at this school.” 
 
    I glanced down. The rip was small and barely showed any skin.  
 
    Give me a break. 
 
    He went on. “I’ll allow it this time, considering it’s your first day. However, in the future you’ll be sent home to change.” 
 
    I smiled. “I can go home now and change.” 
 
     Anything to leave.  
 
    “No. That’ won’t be necessary. Just keep our Dress Code in mind when you return tomorrow.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Here’s your schedule and a padlock for your locker. Obviously, it’s a good idea not to share it with anyone.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Also, your lunch time will be at eleven-thirty. You’re not allowed to leave the school grounds for food or anything else, unless it’s approved through the office.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A tall girl with light brown hair and glasses walked into the office. When she saw us, she smiled. 
 
    “Sara. Good. This is Mackenzie Dumas. Mackenzie, this is Sara Jenkins,” Principal Bowers said. 
 
    “Hi,” we both said in unison. 
 
    The principal looked at his watch. “Okay, then. You’d better get going. Your first hour teacher knows that you’re going to be late, Mackenzie.” He looked at Sara. “Just give her a quick tour. No dilly dallying.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She looked at me. “Ready?” 
 
    I nodded and picked up my backpack before following Sara out of the office. 
 
    “Nice guy,” I said dryly. 
 
    She chuckled. “Yeah. He’s pretty harmless. Unless you get on his bad-side. I’ve heard him yell so loudly in his office that the glass shook.” 
 
    The guy looked like such a dweeb, it was hard to believe.  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “So, where are you from?” she asked. 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. I’ve always wanted to visit there. Where in New York?” 
 
    “Santa Clara.” 
 
      “Really? Why did you move to Diamond Lake?” 
 
    I’d expected the question and probably would have asked the same thing in her shoes. I just wasn’t ready to talk about it. I told her the truth without giving anything away. “My grandmother lives here. She wanted me to come and stay with her.”   
 
    Her eyes widened. “And your parents didn’t mind?” 
 
    It took me a couple of seconds to reply. I hadn’t expected such a nosy follow-up question. “They didn’t have a lot to say about it.” 
 
    Fortunately, my answer was solid enough and the rest of the conversation centered on school.  
 
    After giving me a quick tour of the cafeteria, library, and gym, she showed me which hallways contained most of the senior classes. As she was talking, I noticed a muscular guy, with broad shoulders, digging in his locker. He turned, looked in our direction, and the world came to a standstill. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
     “Hi, Chase,” Sara said in a breathy voice.  
 
    He ran a hand through his sandy brown hair, which was wavy on top and short on the sides.  
 
    Lord have mercy. 
 
     Handsome wasn’t even a strong enough word to describe the dark-haired stranger staring back at us. 
 
      “Hey. What’s up?” he replied. 
 
    “Just showing the new girl around.”  
 
    Chase stared at me curiously. 
 
    I knew I should say something, but I couldn’t seem to move my lips.  
 
    Or breathe.  
 
    All I could do was drink him in. Bluish green eyes framed by thick lashes, a hawk-like nose, a scruffy square jawline, and a body that belonged on a Bowflex commercial. 
 
     Not as equally affected, he turned away, going back to whatever he was doing in his locker. “Have fun.” 
 
    She laughed nervously. “Thanks.” 
 
    We walked past him and when we were out of earshot, Sara whispered, “That’s Chase Adams. By far the hottest guy in school.” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder and watched as he slammed his locker and walked away. I noticed a slight swagger in the way he moved, making him even sexier.  
 
    “He’s not bad,” I replied casually. 
 
    Sara smiled. “Really? Just not bad, huh?” 
 
    “Okay, he’s hot. And probably a cocky asshole,” I said, quickly regretting the words. They made me sound judgy. Still, it was usually the truth. 
 
    “He’s definitely cocky. An asshole? Probably. I’ve never had any issues with him though. Now, his friends are a different story. They pretty much walk around the school acting like they’re hot shit. Their girlfriends are even worse.” 
 
    “I heard this school is really cliquey.” I sighed. “Just like my old one. I seriously can’t wait to graduate and just move on.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    “So, any other advice you have for me?” 
 
    “Not too much. Just stay away from the A-squad.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “The what?” 
 
    She smirked. “Chase’s crowd. I guess you could say they’re the self-appointed popular group.” 
 
    Ah, the asshole squad. 
 
    She took her glasses off and cleaned them with the edge of her shirt. “Anyway, you’ll know who they are soon enough.”  
 
    “Oh, goody.” 
 
    Sara chuckled. “Exactly. Were you popular at your old school?” 
 
    “Me?” I snorted. “Nope.”  
 
    I’d made a point to stay away from the “elite” crowd in Santa Clara. They’d been all about drama, expensive clothing, and drunken bashes. Almost every one of the popular girls had been two-faced and the guys - conceited assholes. Just like everywhere else. 
 
    “I’m not popular either. I wouldn’t want to be. That would mean being friends with Mattie Robbins. Chase’s girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes. “She’s such a fucking bitch.” 
 
    So, he had a girlfriend. Although I’d expected it, I still felt the bubble of disappointment.  
 
    Sara went on. “And, if she doesn’t like you, she’ll make your life a living hell. I remember back in elementary school... I accidentally stepped on her new pink Nikes, scuffing them a little with my boots.  She went ape-shit. I can still remember her yelling at me and getting in my face. I tried apologizing but she wouldn’t even listen. Instead, she started spreading rumors and picking on me whenever she got the chance.” 
 
    I could tell from the look on her face that it still bothered her to this day. “That’s too bad. What a bitch.” 
 
     “Yeah. I went home and cried that night because nobody would sit with me at lunch or talk to me anymore. It was like that for a long time. I was an outcast because of a simple accident…” Her voice trailed off. “Anyway, things got better. Eventually.” Sara laughed bitterly. “Only because someone else got under her radar.” 
 
    “Nobody stood up for you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Wow. That’s pretty pathetic.” 
 
    “Mattie was so popular even back then. Nobody wanted to get on her bad side.” 
 
    “And she’s still like that?” 
 
    Sara nodded. “She’s basically the queen of the A-squad. The guys will do anything for her and her friends, they’re too afraid to piss her off.”  
 
    “She sounds lovely,” I replied sarcastically.  
 
    “The funny thing is that we were close friends throughout the second grade. We used to make headbands for each other from these kits our parents would buy.” She smiled grimly. “Of course when she went after me in fifth grade, she told everyone that she didn’t want to be my friend anymore. I was weird and made her uncomfortable. She even went as far to say that I was gay and had tried to kiss her.” 
 
    “The more you talk about her, the more I want to throat punch her.” 
 
    Sara laughed and then was silent for a few seconds. “I’m not even angry about her calling me a lesbian. Just that she lied and said I’d tried to kiss her,” she murmured and looked at me. “But, I am Bi. I’m not ashamed of it. I just didn’t know it back then.” 
 
    “You were only what? Ten or eleven?” 
 
    “Exactly. Anyway, it didn’t matter to her. She just wanted to humiliate me. I’ll never forgive her for that.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “So, do you still collect headbands?” 
 
    She laughed. “Hell, no. I don’t really collect anything right now. What about you?” 
 
    “Fishing lures.” 
 
    She looked shocked. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. “My grandmother got me into it. She owns a tackle and bait shop. Anyway, she used to send me lures when I was little.” I thought back to those early years and how my father used to take me fishing. We’d rent a pontoon boat and use the lures Grandma Rae had sent. It would be an all-day thing with ham sandwiches, Sour Cream and Onion Pringles, and my dad’s seventies music blasting out of his boom-box.  I could still taste the mustard and pickles Mom would put on the sandwiches. I’d gotten sick of them over time. But now… I’d do anything to taste one again. 
 
    “That’s cool. Do you fish a lot?” 
 
    “I used to. Anyway, we should probably find my locker and get to class,” I said, wanting to change the subject. That last thing I needed was to start getting all emotional in front of her.  
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
      
 
    After finding my locker, we headed to Calculus.  
 
    “Just to warn you, Mrs. Peterson is the teacher and can be a real bitch,” she whispered as we stopped outside of the classroom. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I muttered.  
 
    I’d had problems with Pre-calculus, although I’d ended up with a B-minus as a final grade, second semester. I’d stayed after a few times for extra tutoring, which had helped enormously. My previous teacher had been so patient and helpful, which had made the difference. If this Mrs. Peterson was as bad as Sara was making her out to be, I might be in trouble.  
 
    “My sister’s in college and knows this stuff. She’d probably help both of us, if I asked.” 
 
    I smiled. “That would be cool.” 
 
    She opened the door and it was so quiet, you could hear the teacher in the next room talking.  
 
    Everyone looked up. 
 
    The teacher, Mrs. Peterson, had short, curly brown hair, silver-framed eyeglasses, and bright red lipstick. She looked up from her desk. “Sara, take a seat and start reviewing chapter four. Mackenzie.” She smiled warmly. “Welcome. Why don’t you come and see me over here.” 
 
    So far so good. 
 
     I relaxed. “Okay.”  
 
    I hiked my backpack over my shoulder and headed toward her. Before I reached her desk, however, someone stuck their foot out, tripping me. I stumbled forward and ended up falling flat on my face.  
 
    Mrs. Peterson gasped and stood up. “Are you okay?”   
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied, grateful that at least nobody was laughing.  
 
    “Ms. Robbins!” snapped the teacher, slamming her hand on her desk. “I saw what you did. What on earth were you thinking?” 
 
    I pulled myself up from the floor, trying to ignore the pain in my knee from hitting the unpadded carpeting and looked to see who she was talking to.  The girl had long, white-blonde hair, blue eyes, and glossy lips. Her eyebrows were perfect. Her eyelashes fake. Her makeup far too heavy for such an aggravatingly, pretty face. 
 
    She kind of reminded me of some You Tube makeup celebrity.    
 
    “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to trip her,” she replied with wide eyes. 
 
    Someone snorted. 
 
    “Seriously. I was just stretching my foot out because of a cramp. These new boots of mine are killing me. Anyway, I wasn’t paying attention.”   
 
     Sara’s story came back to me. 
 
    Robbins. 
 
    Mattie Robbins. She really was a mean bitch.   
 
    “You seem to have a bad history with footwear,” I said, stepping back to look at her boots. They were short, made of brown suede, with about a two inch heel. Probably as expensive as the Louis Vuitton purse she had.  
 
    She looked puzzled. “Excuse me?” 
 
    I wanted to say something else, but noticed Sara in the corner of my eye. I knew she wouldn’t want me dredging the past back up. “Nothing.” 
 
     “I believe you owe an apology to Ms. Dumas,” said the teacher. 
 
    Mattie, who was playing with her pencil, smiled. “Sorry for tripping you.” 
 
    The twinkle in her eyes gave her away. She was only sorry the teacher had caught her.  
 
     “It’s fine. Accidents happen,” I answered. Somehow I knew that if it were up to her, there’d be more.   
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “Okay, everyone. Get back to work. All of you,” the teacher said and then looked at my jeans. Her eyebrows drew together. “Was that rip there before or after you fell?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I lied. “Should I go home and change?” 
 
    Mrs. Peterson gave me a funny look. “You don’t know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I may have hit my head falling down. Maybe I should go to the nurse’s office?”  
 
    The teacher sighed. “I don’t recall you hitting your head. You’re in pain?” 
 
    I glanced over at Mattie and suddenly didn’t want her thinking she’d hurt me in any way.  
 
    “No, I’m fine actually.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe we can just move past your jeans and talk about what you’ve missed.” She nodded toward the chair across from her. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “Watch your step,” murmured someone in the class, causing some laughter. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and sat down. I glanced over at Mattie who had a smug look on her face.  
 
    Bitch. 
 
    I knew she couldn’t wait to brag to everyone on how she’d tripped the new girl. I didn’t want any drama but it was obvious that she’d decided to bring it on. Apparently Sara was right – Mattie Robbins was bad news. New school or not… there was no way in Hell I’d let her make a fool of me again. This wasn’t fifth grade and I gave zero fucks about who sat with me at the lunch table. 
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    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    After grabbing my homework, I went back to class and sat down next to Sonny. “Hey, you see the new chick?” 
 
    His eyes lit up. “No. Is she cute?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I replied, thinking back. Nice rack. Long, reddish brown hair. Dimples.  Eyes the color of… caramel?  There seemed to be something familiar about her too. 
 
    “I need details. What does she look like?” 
 
    I told him. “She’s hot. Like Kylie Jenner hot.” 
 
    “Dayum.” He lowered his voice. “What about her tits? Apples or cantaloupes?” He grinned wickedly. “Or better yet, watermelons?” 
 
    “God, you’re such a dog,” murmured Kara Burns, the girl sitting in front of him.  She turned around and gave him a dirty look. “I mean, is that all you really care about?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I’m also an ass-man. Yours is pretty nice, by the way.” 
 
    Her cheeks turned bright red. Huffing, she turned back around. 
 
    Sonny and I laughed quietly. 
 
    “Mr. Adams. Mr. Delfoy. Is there something you’d like to share with the class?” Ms. Haven called out. 
 
    Sonny and I both shook our heads. 
 
    “Then, get back to work,” she said. “Or you’ll be seeing me after school.” 
 
    “She’d like that,” Sonny murmured, when the teacher looked away. “A little two-on-one.” 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    Kara shook her head. “Pig.”  
 
    Sonny wiggled his eyebrows. “She wants me,” he mouthed, wagging his thumb at Kara. 
 
    I snorted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
    My next class was Chemistry. I arrived a little after the bell rang, but the teacher, Mr. Brophy, seemed relatively cool about it. He even teased me about being “fashionably” late.  
 
    “Class, meet Mackenzie. Mackenzie, meet the class,” was his introduction.  
 
    There was a murmur of unenthusiastic replies. 
 
    “Forgive them. They’re used to replying with Emoji faces.” the teacher said.  “Or, eggplants. Especially, Mr. Monroe over there. Apparently, he’s a vegan. He uses them a lot in his texts.” 
 
    The class burst out laughing and the guy he was referring to turned beet-red but also smiled. 
 
    “So, as a reminder to everyone, I don’t want to catch you using your phones or I will confiscate them. I could use some extra reading material during my lunch hour.” 
 
    There were a couple of snorts and murmurs.  
 
    “Now, Mackenzie, why don’t you go over and sit with Mr. Adams back there. Feel free to elbow him in the ribcage when he falls asleep. He does that quite a bit.” He frowned and shook his head. “Take off your sunglasses. We’re not at the beach, Romeo.” 
 
    It was then that I noticed he was talking to Chase, the guy from the hallway. Mattie’s boyfriend. The one I was going to sit with. 
 
    Chase put his sunglasses on his head. 
 
     I walked back to the lab table and sat next to him. He smelled faintly of alcohol. 
 
    Was he drunk? 
 
    I stole a quick glance at him. His eyelids looked heavy. He probably had been taking a nap. 
 
    “Okay, everyone. Open up your books to page nineteen,” Mr. Brophy instructed.  
 
    Chase didn’t say a word the next hour, although he did a lot of yawning. When the bell finally rang, he cleared his throat and I thought might say something, when the teacher called out from his desk. 
 
    “May I see you before you head out, Mr. Adams?”   
 
    Chase swore under his breath and then picked up his backpack. He walked around me and headed toward the teacher’s desk. 
 
    Wondering what that was about, I walked out of the classroom and headed toward my locker. That’s when I found, in dismay, that Mattie’s was only a few doors away from mine. 
 
    Groaning inwardly, I ignored her and opened it. As I was shoving my Chemistry book onto the top shelf, I heard her call Chase’s name.   
 
    He approached her locker. “What’s up?”   
 
    “Where were you last night?” she asked him. 
 
    It took him a couple of seconds to answer. “Changing the oil in my car.” 
 
    She snorted. “For four hours?” 
 
    “The guys stopped by and we hung out.” 
 
    “You could have at least called me back or texted me.” 
 
    “By the time they left, I was exhausted.” 
 
    She sighed. “Are you going to Jason’s party Friday?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “I’m going.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “I want to see you tonight.” 
 
    I glanced over and saw her clinging to him. He didn’t seem to be comfortable with it. In fact, looked a little perturbed. Or, maybe it was wishful thinking on my part.  
 
    “I’m racing.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Gus.” 
 
    “That guy from Lancaster?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How about afterward?” 
 
    “We’ll see. I gotta go and grab shit from my locker.” 
 
    “See you at lunch.” 
 
    He walked away and apparently, I made the mistake of watching him.  
 
    “What the fuck are you looking at?”  
 
    I jerked my head around to see Mattie in my face. Or, at least above it considering she was about three inches taller than me.  “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Dream on though, bitch.” She wrinkled her nose as her eyes trailed down my body. “Even if we weren’t together, he wouldn’t touch trash like you.” 
 
    Trash? 
 
    I closed my locker and glared at her. “I’m not interested in your boyfriend, so fucking relax.” 
 
    She looked a little surprised at my reaction. Maybe it was because she towered over me and I hadn’t cowered in fear. 
 
    “Then keep your eyes to yourself,” she warned. 
 
    I laughed coldly. How juvenile.  “What exactly is your dysfunction? I haven’t done anything to you and you’ve just been a royal bitch to me.” 
 
    “My dysfunction? Fuck you.” She shoved me so hard, my back hit the locker with a loud clunk.  
 
    Furious, I pushed her back as hard as I could.  
 
    This time it was Mattie who stumbled and fell, landing in the middle of the hallway. Everyone stopped and stared. 
 
    “I’d trade those boots in for something without heels,” I said, shutting my locker.  
 
    She got back up and was about to come at me again when Mr. Brophy appeared and moved in between us. 
 
    “Stop it right now or you’ll both go to the office,” he said angrily.  
 
    “She started it,” Mattie snapped.  
 
    I glared at her. “That’s a lie.” 
 
    “I don’t care who started it, both of you are finishing it. Right now.” 
 
    Mattie started babbling again. 
 
    Mr. Brophy held his hand up. “Save it. I don’t care what you do off of school grounds, but touch each other again here and you’ll both see the principal and your parents about it,” he said angrily. “You’re just lucky it was me who caught you. Anyone else would have sent you to the office, no questions asked.” 
 
    I noticed Chase standing in the background with some other guys. One of them said something and he smirked. 
 
    “The show is over, people. Everyone, get to your classes,” Brophy ordered, clapping his hands together. “Go on.” 
 
    With a final dirty look in my direction, Mattie grabbed her stuff from her locker and stormed away. 
 
    “Don’t let her get to you,” murmured the teacher. “It’s not worth it.” 
 
    Easy for him to say. 
 
    He left and I kept my head down as I headed toward my next class.  As much as I wanted to walk out of the school that very moment, and never return, I refused to give the bitch the satisfaction of being the reason.   
 
      
 
    The next hour was English Lit. Fortunately, Sara was also in the class. She waved me over to an empty seat next to hers. 
 
    “What happened between you and Mattie?” she asked as I sat down. “Were you just getting back at her from earlier?” 
 
    I let out an exasperated breath. “No. I was just minding my own business when she decided to fuck with me again.” 
 
    “Wow. I knew she was a bitch but, damn. You two just met, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She frowned. “It’s so crazy that she’s targeted you so early. Are you sure you didn’t do something to piss her off?” 
 
    I snorted. “Apparently being the new girl is all it took.” 
 
    Another girl, who’d been listening in, turned to look at me. “Robbins is a total basket case. Last year she started shit with me just because Sonny Delfoy asked me out and I turned him down. I mean, talk about a crazy bitch. Why does she care if I told him ‘no’?” 
 
     “It’s because you said ‘no’ to an A-squader, Lucy. She’s kind of like their den-mother or something,” Sara murmured and looked at me again. “Anyway, just ignore her. She’ll get tired and move on to her next victim soon enough.” 
 
    “I hope so. She gets in my face again and I don’t know what I’ll do…” My voice trailed off. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe you stood up to her. No offense, but I was shocked when you pushed her and she fell in the hallway. I think everyone was,” Sara said. 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. “Shit, I missed that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “She started it. Anyway, I’m not afraid of her,” I replied, although I’d been trembling afterward. Mattie was a lot bigger than me, and I didn’t know if I could beat her, but I’d put in one hell of an effort.  
 
    Lucy smiled. “I wish I would have seen that. She deserves to get her ass beat.” 
 
    I agreed, although I didn’t want any more conflict with her myself. I had a feeling that Mattie was just getting started with me though. Especially now that I’d humiliated her. 
 
      
 
      
 
     When the lunch bell rang, I dreaded going into the cafeteria. I had a sinking feeling that Mattie was going to start shit again and I wasn’t in the mood.  I decided to grab some food and then eat by my locker.  
 
    I stepped into the noisy cafeteria and avoided eye-contact with everyone around me. By now I was sure that all the seniors knew of the drama between Mattie and myself. I could almost hear the rumors and whispers. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe it was just me being unnaturally paranoid either. Especially when I looked up to find a couple of girls staring at me as they whispered to each other. I was starting to feel like the Diamond Lake Circus Freak.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I ignored them and headed over to the Snack Bar, where I purchased a strawberry smoothie and a bag of Doritos. I then made a beeline toward the EXIT and that’s when someone called my name.  
 
    Surprised, I looked over and saw Sara waving me over toward her table.  Relaxing, I walked over. 
 
    “You looked like you were ready to bolt and I know how it is when you don’t know where to sit for lunch,” Sara said softly. “You’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, feeling grateful that she’d been the one assigned to give me the school tour. So far, Sara was the only one I trusted there and seemed really nice. 
 
    “No problem,” she said.   
 
     I sat down across from her, next to another girl who was staring at me curiously. She had light blonde hair and wore a Diamond Lake Band T-shirt. 
 
    “Yeah, we always have room here,” the other girl added. “By the way, I’m Kara.” 
 
    “Mackenzie.” 
 
    Another gal sat on the other side of me. An Asian girl with long, jet-black hair and big dark eyes. She introduced herself as Maya.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Mackenzie.” 
 
    “So, I heard you had a rough start today,” Maya said, pushing her hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah, no thanks to Matzilla,” I said dryly. 
 
    The girls laughed.  
 
    “Just ignore her,” Maya said. “She’s a cunt.” 
 
    Not expecting that, I chuckled. 
 
    Maya smiled. “Well, she is. We’re both on the volleyball team and I’ve seen her literally try to destroy people. Physically and mentally.” 
 
    “What in the hell is her problem?” I asked, surprised that someone could be so cruel. 
 
    “She’s a spoiled brat. That’s what her problem is,” Kara said. “I don’t even think she works and it seems like she never wears the same outfit twice.” 
 
    “She doesn’t,” Sara replied. “Her mom works in the fashion industry and makes buku dollars. Mattie’s closet is the size of someone’s bedroom. I’m sure she has clothes in there she’s never even worn.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you two used to be such good friends,” Kara said. 
 
    “I know,” Sara said. “She really changed.” 
 
    “Or evolved,” Maya said. “I think she was always a bad seed and it took a while for her to bloom. Now she’s a freakin’ Praying Mantis.” 
 
    “Speaking of bad seeds,” murmured Sara. “Here comes the guy who pollinates Matzilla’s.” 
 
    We watched as Chase headed toward the lunch line. 
 
    “Looks like someone is hungover again. I’m surprised he hasn’t been kicked off of the football team,” Maya said. 
 
    “He drinks a lot?” I asked, not surprised after smelling booze on him in class. 
 
    “He’s a major partier. They all are,” Sara said. 
 
    Kara pulled the cover off of her yogurt and licked it. “I heard Chase talking about you earlier.” 
 
    “Who?” Maya asked. 
 
    She looked at me. “Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Figures,” I replied dryly. “So, he’s already talking shit about me too?” 
 
    Kara’s eyes twinkled. “I wouldn’t exactly say that.” 
 
    “Hold up. Spill the tea - what did he say about her?” Maya asked. 
 
    She told us. 
 
    My face turned red. I probably should have been mad but I was actually a little flattered. And a bit victorious that Mattie’s boyfriend thought I was hot and had a nice rack. It served her right.  
 
    “It doesn’t surprise me. Most guys are pigs. Oh, speaking of farm animals… here comes Sonny,” Maya said, looking amused. “Apparently he wants to get a closer look, too.” 
 
    I looked up and noticed a buff guy with shoulder-length blonde hair walking toward us. He sat down next to Sara and smiled at me from across the table. He was actually very good looking. 
 
    “Hi. I just wanted to introduce myself and officially welcome you to the school. I’m Sonny.”    
 
    I smiled. “I’m Mackenzie.” 
 
    He reached over and grabbed a carrot from Sara’s tray. “So, let’s cut to the chase – do you have a boyfriend?”    
 
    I stared at him in surprise.  
 
    “Oh, hey, help yourself,” Sara muttered. “You want to use my ranch dressing too?” 
 
    “Cool, thanks.” He dipped the carrot into it. 
 
    She looked at us and shook her head. 
 
    “Wow, talk about not wasting any time, Sonny,” Kara said dryly.  
 
    “Relax. I’m asking for a friend. You still have a shot with me, Blondie,” he teased. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Don’t hold your breath. Blondie.” 
 
    Maya rested her chin on her palm and smirked. “So, who’s this friend who wants to know if she has a boyfriend?” 
 
    “It’s a secret. Can’t say.” He looked at me. “You still haven’t answered the question.” 
 
    “No. I don’t have a boyfriend,” I replied. 
 
    He smiled wickedly. “Girlfriend?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    He grabbed another carrot from Sara’s tray and dipped it into the ranch dressing. “Good to know.”  
 
    “Good for whom?” Sara asked.   
 
    Sonny finished chewing. “Someone who’s interested.” He looked at me again. “Sit at my table tomorrow and you might find out. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, if a guy wanted to ask me out, he’d better approach me himself. We weren’t in middle school and I wasn’t going to all the work.  
 
    “Which table is that?” I asked. 
 
    He wagged his thumb behind him. “Ours is the one closest to the window.” 
 
    “Perks of being an A-squader,” Maya said sarcastically. “Window seating.” 
 
    He snorted. “A-squader? Whatever.” He looked at me. “I can’t stand that label. Apparently, my friends and I have been dubbed this by the haters of Diamond Lake.” 
 
    “He means the peasants,” Kara said with a cool smile. 
 
    “Damn, girl, you…are… cold,” he replied. “And you know me. My mom doesn’t have a ton of money. I’m definitely not a snobby asshole, so be nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was uncalled for,” she admitted. “You’re not snobby.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied.  
 
     I looked over at the A-squad table, which was crowded with pretty girls and athletic looking guys, all of them dressed in expensive trendy clothing. In the center of the group was Mattie, now seated next to Mr. Hotness himself. She was talking and laughing about something while the others listened. 
 
    Probably me    
 
    I laughed dryly. “Sorry but no. I’d rather sit here.” 
 
    He didn’t look surprised. “Actually, the company here is much more interesting,” he said, flirtatiously. “I can’t exactly blame you. Maybe you should all move to our table.” 
 
    “Sorry, but you couldn’t pay me to sit there,” Maya said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Sara added. 
 
    “Wow, tough crowd.” He looked at me again. “You’re not a little curious as to who is interested in you?” 
 
    “If someone is, I’d prefer that they put their big-boy-pants on and approach me themselves,” I answered. 
 
    The girls chuckled. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll relay the message.” He stood up. “Enjoy your meals, Ladies. If you want any dessert,” he winked, “come and find me.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re buying?” Kara asked. 
 
    “I’m providing,” he said with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Gross and… in your dreams,” she said. 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to wait around for you forever,” he teased. “A chance like this doesn’t come around often. I’m free. You’re free. Let’s get together and see what happens.” 
 
     “I’ve seen what happens with the girls you date. No thanks, I’ll pass,” she replied. 
 
    “Damn, girl, you are harsh,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m just keeping it real,” she replied.  
 
     “For the record, I’m being serious,” Sonny said. 
 
    “For the record, I am too,” Kara countered. 
 
    He put his hand over his chest. “Burned. Ouch. Right in front of your friends too,” he said, laughing. “I’ll leave now so that I can lick my wounds.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Kara said.    
 
    “Hey, you can’t knock me for trying.” Sonny looked at me and his face turned serious. “Just some friendly advice, watch out for Mattie. She’s got it out for you for some reason.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    “It won’t last. Next week it will be someone else. That’s how she is. Just, stay out of her path for now,” he said. 
 
    “So, I’ve heard.” I looked over to his table and saw Mattie staring in my directions. When our eyes met, she gave me a dirty look. I looked back at Sonny. “She’d better stay out of mine. Especially if she’s going to keep fucking with me. I’m not afraid of her. You can tell her that, too.” 
 
    He looked impressed. “I like you, Mack. You’ve got balls and whole lot of spunk,” he replied. “And I’m not talking-” 
 
    “God, you’re gross. Go away,” Kara said, throwing her napkin at him. 
 
    He grinned. “You’ve got a dirty mind. I wasn’t going there.” 
 
    “Right,” she said dryly. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Going where?” Sara asked. 
 
    “He was referring to jizz,” Maya said. 
 
    Sara’s face turned bright red. “Gross.” 
 
    “I never said anything about that.” He laughed. “I’m leaving. All you girls think about is sex. I feel violated. Good luck, Mack. It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    “It’s Mackenzie,” I said. 
 
    “I know.” He walked away. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Maya said. “I wonder who has a crush on you?” 
 
    “Chase,” Kara said. “It has to be him. Like I said, they were talking about her earlier.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. There was no way that a hot guy like Chase was interested in me. Not when he had a living Barbie Doll by his side. “He has a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Officially, he doesn’t call her his girlfriend. In fact, I’ve seen him with other girls,” Kara said. “I know she’s aware of it, too. But here at school, she acts like he’s all hers even though, we all know he does what he wants.” 
 
    I didn’t exactly surprise me. Chase was so over-the-top-good-looking that I imagined he was hit on all the time. He also looked older than a high school boy. I would have guessed him to be in college.   
 
    “I’ve seen him out with other girls, too,” Maya said. “Either they have an open relationship or she’s just so obsessed with him that she doesn’t care what he does.” 
 
      I stole another glance over at the A-squad table, where they were seated next to each other. Chase was talking now and she seemed to hold onto every word he said. Not to mention, she was practically on his lap.   
 
    I looked at Maya. “I still doubt it’s Chase. But, if it is, I’m not interested. His crazy girlfriend would probably go Fatal Attraction on me.” 
 
    The others agreed.  
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    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that all about?” Mattie asked when Sonny sat back down to finish his lunch. 
 
    He smirked. “Just welcomin’ the new girl.” 
 
    I yawned. “How’d that go?”  
 
    “She wants me.”  
 
    “You wish,” I replied, noticing the gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Mattie tensed up.  “Why would he wish?” 
 
    Here we go. Mattie and her jealous streak. 
 
    “Because he’s a horn dog,” I said. 
 
    Sonny nodded in agreement. “True.” 
 
    “So, what did she say?” Mattie asked. 
 
    “About what?” Sonny replied. 
 
    Mattie sighed. “I saw her looking over here. What did she say about me?”  
 
    “Nothing. I told her she could join us tomorrow if she wanted to.” 
 
    “No fucking way is she sitting at our table,” Mattie spat. “You’d better be kidding.” 
 
    Sonny chuckled. “I invited her but she wasn’t interested.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Sonny and I looked at each other. 
 
    “Why do you hate her so much?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “She’s a bitch. That’s why,” Mattie replied. 
 
    In other words, they were too much alike and there was only room for one at our table.  
 
     “Why do you care, anyway?” Mattie added. “Do you want her to sit with us?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.   “Honestly, I don’t fucking care one way or another.” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “Whatever.” This shit was getting so old. It wasn’t just the jealousy either. Every week someone pissed her off and she went on some kind of tangent. And deep down, I knew she thrived on the drama. She had to because most of the time, she was the one who instigated it.  
 
    Audra Hamilton, her best friend, sat down. “Hey, Mattie. What happened between you and the new girl?”    
 
    She started digging through her purse and pulled out a small makeup case. She opened it up and began blotting her face with powder. “The bitch was being rude and I had to put her in her place.” 
 
    I opened up my water bottle. “I’m still curious as to what she said.”  I hadn’t heard any actual details. Just her grumbling about stuff. 
 
    Mattie looked at me. “Does it really matter?” 
 
    “Apparently it does to you,” I replied. 
 
    She sighed and snapped the compact shut. “She got in my face.” 
 
    “Why? Because you tripped her in First Hour?” I asked. 
 
    “Now that was an accident.” 
 
    She was lying. There was no doubt in my mind. Mattie had a cruel streak and enjoyed fucking with people. When we were younger, I’d found it entertaining and even a little sexy. These days, I found it petty and immature.  
 
    “She obviously didn’t believe me. Anyway, she’s just a little bitch with a giant attitude,” Mattie said. 
 
    Audra, who wasn’t much better than Mattie, smiled. “Maybe someone should adjust it? I mean, you don’t just show up at our school and start shit with people.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Mattie replied and looked at me. “You know what would be hilarious? If you walked over and pretended to flirt with her.” 
 
    “Why would that be funny?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    She lowered her voice. “Because I heard her talking shit about you. You could flirt with her, ask her out, and then when she agrees… tell her to fuck off. Like you did to Angela Hayword back in ninth grade.” 
 
    I still felt shitty about that incident. We’d been playing Truth or Dare, and I’d been dared to ask Angela out. Mattie had told me that she would never agree to go out with me because she liked girls anyway. But, Angela surprised me by accepting. Shocked, I’d admitted to only doing it because of a dare and wasn’t really interested in taking her out. I could still remember her eyes filling up with tears and how guilty I’d felt. To this day, we avoided eye-contact and never talked. 
 
    I pushed the memories of Angela away. “What did Mackenzie say about me?” 
 
    “Something about how she could have you if she wanted. That you were an easy fuck,” she replied. 
 
    Sonny chuckled. “Guess she really does have you figured out, Bro.” 
 
    Mattie turned and gave him a scathing look. 
 
    I had to admit, I was a little irritated that someone would talk shit about me. Even I had standards. “She really said that?”  
 
    “Yeah, why do you think I shoved her by the lockers? Nobody talks trash about my guy,” she said, squeezing my thigh. 
 
    I wanted to remind her that I wasn’t her guy. We’d agreed to take it casual this year. Even date other people. But, the way she was acting, I knew she’d either forgotten or had changed her mind. Not me. I was finished with our relationship. She was way too possessive and controlling. I couldn’t even go shopping without her grilling me about it.  
 
    Mattie lowered her voice again. “Anyway, I think you should fuck with the new girl. Be sweet, get her all hot and bothered, and then tell her to fuck off.” 
 
    “Nah,” I replied, a little shocked that she was asking me to do something so immature. Ninth grade was one thing. But, we were seniors now.      
 
    “Why not?” Mattie asked.  
 
    I grunted. “Because it’s stupid. I don’t play games like that. Not anymore. That’s your thing.”  
 
    “Oh, snap,” Sonny replied, amused. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “My thing?”  
 
    “Oh, come on. You love fucking with people. Don’t deny it,” I replied. 
 
    Mattie sniffed. “That’s because some people deserve it. Like her.” 
 
    “You’d better watch yourself,” Sonny said, a twinkle in his eyes. “This one isn’t afraid of you.” 
 
    “Why?  Did she say something to you?” Mattie asked sharply. 
 
    “Only that if you fucked with her, she’d fuck with you back,” he said. 
 
    Mattie was silent for a few seconds and then smiled coolly. “Well, then. Game on.”  
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    I glanced over at the table where Mackenzie was sitting. She saw me looking and I smiled coolly. We stared at each other until she looked down and went back to her food. 
 
    That’s right bitch. This is my school. My lunchroom. My man. 
 
    I glanced over at Chase. He obviously didn’t remember drooling over her the month before. We’d been downtown, just walking out of Starbucks. That’s when we saw her pass by on a mountain bike. It had been hot that day and she’d been wearing shorts and a bathing suit top, her boobs practically falling out of it. Chase had done a double-take and I’d said something sarcastic. He’d laughed it off and said something about it being a guy’s natural reaction and not to take it personally. Still, it had really irritated me. He could have at least pretended that he hadn’t been staring at the bitch. But, that was Chase. He was sometimes almost too truthful. I thought I’d gotten over it until I saw her walk into First Period. Seeing her face, everything came back to me and I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to see her fall flat on her face, so I kicked my boot out on purpose. Watching her trip and fall had been epic. Then, there’d been the incident at the locker. Seeing her stare at Chase had been the last straw. He was my guy and there was no way I’d lose him to a bitch like her.  
 
    “So are you still racing again tonight?” Sonny asked 
Chase. 
 
    “Yeah. Ten o’clock,” he replied. 
 
    “Sweet. I’m fucking bushed… but you know me.  I’ll definitely be there,” Sonny said. 
 
    “You’d better be man. You’re the one who kept us up late anyway,” I said. “I’m just glad we don’t have football practice tonight.” 
 
    Laughing, Sonny stood up. “No shit. I’m still hungry. I’m going to grab something else to eat from the snack bar. I’ll catchya later.” 
 
    “What did you guys do last night?” I asked, when Chase and I were finally alone. 
 
    “I already told you. We hung out at my place. In the garage,” Chase replied, sounding irritated.  I knew better than to keep grilling him, although something told me that there was more to the story than he was letting on. 
 
    I changed the subject. “So, is your dad out of town again?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Until when?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he might have mentioned Thursday he’d be back.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Chase had the house to himself frequently. His father was a real estate investor and always traveling, which I knew Chase preferred. The two didn’t get along very well. His dad was moody and could be a real asshole. Of course, he was nice to me, so I never saw that side of him. 
 
    “Are you going to be at the shop tomorrow night?”  
 
     Chase worked part-time at Lenny’s Auto Shop. He seemed to know everything about cars and spent most of his free time tinkering with his vintage Mustang. With football, his job, racing, and hanging out with the guys, I barely saw him anymore. I’d complained about it so much that we even decided to take a little break from each other. But, I knew Chase. He had a lot going on in his life and I’d stressed him out by putting too much pressure on him. We loved each other though and I knew he just needed some time. I wasn’t about to give up on our relationship, though. We were meant to be together.   
 
    “Yeah. After football practice,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you busy Wednesday or Thursday night? That new horror movie is out and I can’t find anyone to go with me.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    I told him the title.    
 
    He drank the rest of his milk before answering. “I don’t know. I have a lot of shit going on in the next couple of days.”  
 
    I studied his face. I couldn’t even tell what was going on in his brain anymore. “You’re avoiding me, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Not on purpose. You know how busy I am, especially now that we’re back in school. Besides,” he lowered his voice. “I thought we’d agreed to give each other some space.” 
 
     Before I could answer, Celine Stokes sat down across from us. She and I used to be best friends, but had drifted apart a little during eleventh grade. We still hung out a lot, but we weren’t as close. I still wasn’t exactly sure why. 
 
    “Hi, Mattie. Hi, Chase.” 
 
    We both said Hi in unison. 
 
    “Where were you today?” I asked. Normally, she sat with us at lunch. 
 
    “I had an appointment with the counselor. I’m trying to transfer out of one of my classes.” She looked at my clothing. “I love that shirt. Who are you wearing?” 
 
    I glanced down at my V-neck blue chiffon blouse.  She knew my mother was always getting me designer clothing. The perks of being in the fashion industry. My mom worked for a purse designer and was in the process of trying to create her own brand. She said that one day, our last name would be a famous label if things turned out the way she planned. “Calvin Klein.” 
 
    “No Dior today, huh?” Celine said with a little grin. 
 
    “It’s only Monday,” I replied. “Check back on Friday. Mom is flying in from New York.” 
 
    “You are such a spoiled hag,” she teased.  
 
    We both laughed. It was something we called each other for fun. 
 
    “I heard you’re racing tonight,” she said, looking at Chase. 
 
    He nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “I thought so. That’s cool. What kind of a car do you have again?” she asked, playing with the bangles on her wrist. “It’s a Mustang, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Shelby GT500.” 
 
    “What year?” 
 
    “’67,” he said. 
 
    She kept asking him questions about his car and I wanted to smack her. Not that I thought she was flirting, but I wanted to talk to Chase privately again before the bell rang. But, I had to be nice. Her older sister was an actress and had promised to take us both to Hollywood one day. To see the studios.   
 
    “What’s all this sudden interest in cars?”  I asked, after a few more seconds of them talking automobiles.  
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I just really love the old classics,” she replied.  
 
    I hid my eye-roll. She’d never expressed any interest in vintage cars before. Something seemed fishy. 
 
    “Are you coming to the race tonight?” Chase asked her. “You’ll get to see mine in action.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “Yeah, of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    Celine had a boyfriend but I still felt… threatened. Maybe it was because Chase was giving her more attention than he’d given me in the last couple of weeks. And, as far as I was concerned, her boyfriend wasn’t as hot as Chase.  
 
     “I love his Mustang. It’s sexy and fast as hell. Almost too fast.” I thought back to the first time he took me for a ride and told her about it. “I almost peed my pants we were going so fast.” 
 
    Chase grinned. “I didn’t even punch it down all the way. Good thing I didn’t or you might have ruined my seats.” 
 
    I smacked him playfully. 
 
    “Are you going to be at the race tonight?” Celine asked me. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    She grinned. “Sounds cool. Maybe we could meet up beforehand and get food or something?” 
 
    “Maybe. Text me later and I’ll see if I’m free,” I replied, hoping that Chase would let me hang out with him before the race.  
 
    “Sounds good.” Celine got up and flounced away. 
 
    “So, you’re going tonight, huh?” Chase asked. “I thought this racing stuff bored you.” 
 
     “Who told you that?” I asked innocently.  
 
    “You did. You missed the last two.” 
 
    “Well, this one… I wouldn’t miss for the world.” 
 
    He gave me a puzzled look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase sighed. “Nothing.” He stood up and grabbed his empty tray from the table.   
 
    It felt like he was drifting away from me more and more every day. “You do want me there, don’t you?”   
 
    “Of course. I’d like all my friends to be there.” 
 
    His words stung. 
 
    I was more than that.  
 
    Apparently, he needed a reminder.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day went much more smoothly. Probably because I avoided Mattie in the hallway. When the final bell rang, it was such a relief to know the day was finally over. I headed out to find my bus and that’s when I ran into Kara. 
 
    “Hey, need a ride?” she asked, noticing that I was looking at the bus numbers. 
 
    “I don’t want you to have to drive out of your way.” 
 
    “Where do you live?” 
 
    I told her. 
 
    Her face brightened. “Seriously? I’m actually within walking distance. It’s not out of my way at all.” 
 
    I smiled. “Cool.” 
 
    “So, you’re living with Rae Maverick? The gal who owns the bait store?” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s my grandmother.” 
 
    “Really?  She helped me pick out a fishing pole for my dad’s fiftieth birthday last summer. My sister is also friends with Chloe.” 
 
    “She’s my cousin.” 
 
    “She’s really nice.” Kara twirled her car key around her finger as we headed to the parking lot. 
 
    “So, what do you think of Diamond Lake High?” 
 
    “It’s… okay.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Yeah, well I hate it here. Mostly because of certain people. You know which ones I’m talking about.” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, I’m starting to.” 
 
    We started walking through the parking lot. “I’m in the back row.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I followed her to a silver Hyundai and as we were getting in, someone began revving their engine. We both looked over at the next row of cars and noticed that it was an older model black Mustang. 
 
    “Wow, nice car,” I said to Kara, trying to see who was in the driver’s seat. Of course it was Chase. Sonny appeared to be in the passenger seat. In back were two guys I couldn’t make out. 
 
    “Yeah. Too bad it’s filled with jackasses.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Are they really that bad?” 
 
    “Sonny is probably the nicest, but his mind is always in the gutter. Chase is an arrogant asshole. So is Bruce and Mitch, who I think might be in the back. They usually ride together.” 
 
    “That’s their little gang, huh?” 
 
    She nodded. “There are more but those guys are pretty close friends.” 
 
    “Sara mentioned someone named Mitch. I think he was in my last hour class. She said he was nice,” I replied, remembering the curly-haired guy with glasses.  
 
    “Mitch Rollins? Yeah, he’s okay. I think they just hang out with him because he has a high IQ and they need someone to do their homework,” she said dryly. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Chase turned up the music and pulled out of his parking spot. That’s when Sonny noticed us. He said something to Chase and the music went silent. 
 
    “Hey, you coming to the race tonight?” Sonny called out to us. 
 
    “What race?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Chase is racing against a guy from Lancaster.”  
 
    Kara laughed harshly. “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s going to be a good time. We’re bringing a keg. I’m sure they’ll be some other party favors there, if that’s your thing.” 
 
    “Party favors?” she repeated, confused. 
 
    He pretended to puff on a joint. 
 
    She snorted. “I’d have to be high to go hang out with those bozos,” she murmured. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    He continued. “Anyway, everyone’s going to be there.” 
 
     “Everyone, huh? As in the A-squad-everyone?” Kara asked. 
 
    Sonny took off his sunglasses and began cleaning them. “Everyone as in the cool people. You don’t show up, you know what that means…” 
 
    “What, that we’re not cool?” she said dryly. 
 
     “Yeah. We both know you are though so don’t prove me wrong. You too, Mack.” 
 
    “It’s Mackenzie,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Mack.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    She let out an exasperated breath. “God.” 
 
    He smirked. “Yes?”   
 
    “That come-back is as lame as it is old,” she said. 
 
    He pretended to look hurt. “Why do you hate me so much?” 
 
    “I don’t hate you. I just don’t like you,” she replied. 
 
     He put his hand over his chest. “You are cruel. So cruel.” 
 
     “We really need to get going, Chase,” Kara called out, ignoring Sonny. “Could you please move your car?” 
 
    “Hey, if you change your mind, meet us over at Old Cliff Road. Nine o’clock,” Sonny hollered as they pulled away.  
 
    I snorted. “Wow, could he be any more transparent?”    
 
    “I know, right?” She turned on the radio. “I’m just a challenge to him, which is why he won’t leave me alone. He’s asked me out so many times and doesn’t seem to know what ‘fuck off’ means. He just knows the definition of ‘fuck anything’.” Kara smirked. “He’s mastered that.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    When we arrived at my grandmother’s place, she was at work. Which I’d expected. 
 
    “You want to come in and hang out for a while?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d like to but I have some homework to do and…” she smiled. “I was thinking that maybe we should go to the race tonight.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Why?” 
 
    “I’d love to see Mattie’s expression when she finds out Sonny and Chase invited us.” 
 
    “Chase didn’t say two words to us,” I replied, thinking back.  
 
    “No, but she doesn’t have to know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” I replied, uneasy. “After today, I really just want to stay out of her radar.” 
 
    “That’s letting her win and I’m sick to death of her pushing everyone around. You shouldn’t have to avoid events just because she might be there.” 
 
    I let out a long breath. “Yeah, I suppose.” Plus, I liked Kara and didn’t want her to think I was lame or a coward.  
 
    “Cool. Then let’s do it.  I’ll pick you up at eight-thirty. I’ll see if Sara and Maya want to join us.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    As she pulled out of the driveway, I wondered if I was making a major mistake. Not that I was afraid of Mattie. If she wanted to start something with me again, so be it. I’d meet her head on. I just didn’t want people to think that I was looking for trouble. Even if her boyfriend was extremely hot. She clearly didn’t want me anywhere near him and he wasn’t exactly the friendliest guy anyway. But, Kara was right. I shouldn’t avoid going places because of her. 
 
    I walked into the house and was immediately greeted by my grandmother’s Maine Coon cats, Freddy and Wilma, named after the Flintstones. I quickly refilled their food dishes and was washing my hands when my cell phone rang. It was my grandmother. 
 
    “How was school?” she asked. 
 
    “Eh. It was okay.” 
 
    “I guess that’s better than, ‘it sucked donkey balls’.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “So, did you meet any new friends?” 
 
    I told her about Kara, Sara, and Maya.  
 
    “Oh, good.” She sounded relieved. 
 
    “I guess Chloe is friends with Kara’s older sister.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I know exactly who you’re talking about. Peyton.” 
 
    We talked more about school and then I told her that I was going to hang out with Kara later. 
 
    “That’s great. She’s a nice girl. What are you going to be doing?” 
 
     “Just, you know, hang out I guess?” Technically, I wasn’t lying. We were hanging out. I just left out the racing part because I had a feeling she wouldn’t approve.   
 
    “Okay. Be home by ten. It’s a school night.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. “But, she’s not picking me up until eight-thirty. That won’t give us very much time.” 
 
    Grandma was silent for a few seconds and then she sighed. “Okay, eleven. But, just for tonight. Weekends are different. You can stay out later. But you have school tomorrow and need a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “When are you coming home?” 
 
    “I’m locking up at six. I’ll pick up something to eat on the way home if you’d like.” 
 
    We discussed fast-food and then hung up. 
 
    I put my phone onto the charger, scarfed down a banana, and headed upstairs to my mother’s old room, which was now mine. I turned on her old record player, dropped the needle, and Heart of Glass began to play.  
 
    I sat down on the bed, looked down at my left wrist, and pulled off the leather band bracelets, hiding my scar.  
 
    My shame.  
 
    My guilt. 
 
    As usual, the memories rushed back as they always did. Of me… begging my parents to pick me up because I’d gotten into an argument with a friend during an ice storm.   
 
    “The roads are getting bad. Are you sure the two of you can’t work things out?” Mom had asked. 
 
    “No. I just want to come home. Please, please, pick me up.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, they’d given in and had driven together, my mother probably wanting to find out what had happened. My father, too afraid of the roads to let her drive. He’d always been so protective of both of us. Our hero.  
 
    Two hours later, after frantically trying to get ahold of them, without any response, I received a phone call from a highway patrol officer, notifying me that there’d been an accident involving my parents. I didn’t find out, until I was at the hospital, that they were already gone. They’d collided with a semi that had lost control, dying on impact. 
 
    It had all been too much. The guilt had eaten me up inside and losing them put me into a very, dark place. One I’d tried to escape.  
 
    I looked at my wrist again. I could still remember the blade and how it felt against my skin before running it across. The bright red blood. The screams from my cousin, Chloe who’d been sent upstairs to check on me. The ride to the hospital. The stitches. Apparently, I’d cut myself the wrong way and had been very lucky.  At the time, that’s not how would have described it. 
 
    Things were different now. I was starting to come to terms with everything. As crazy as it sounded, it even helped that my grandmother brought me to see a medium who’d given me a “message” from the other side. 
 
    “Your parents want you to stop feeling guilty,” the older woman had told me. “It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t even the semi driver’s fault. It was a freak accident.” 
 
    I’d thought that maybe the old gypsy woman, Sylvia-something, had found out about the accident and was telling me what I’d wanted to hear. But then, she mentioned something that nobody should have known. Not even my mother. I’d never told a soul about it. 
 
    “I’m supposed to tell you that your mom knows you borrowed her earrings without asking… and lost them. She doesn’t care. You’re worth more than material things. You mean the world to her. She wants you to let it go. Your guilt.” 
 
    When I was fourteen, I’d taken a pair of black, diamond studs and had meant to give them back. I’d worn them at the Homecoming game, the first one I’d ever been to.  When I returned home that night, I’d found one missing from my ear. I’d been too frightened to tell her about it, knowing they’d been a gift and probably very expensive. Looking back, it would have been better to tell her and deal with getting yelled at then spending so much time feeling guilty and ashamed.  
 
      
 
    “We all make mistakes. It’s what we do. As long as we learn from them and make the right choices in the future. She knows that it’s been eating you up inside. She wants you to quit being so hard on yourself,” Sylvia said. “Your parents are with you quite a bit. They want you to know that. They love you very much and want you to be kind to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The entire experience changed me. Although I still missed them terribly, knowing that they were still around and watching over me, had been comforting. I’d even stopped seeing my therapist, who’d thought I was making a mistake. But, I was finally at peace with them dying, even though I still missed them every day.  
 
    My stomach growled and I decided to go downstairs to grab something else to eat until Grandma Rae returned home. As I was digging through the refrigerator, my cell phone buzzed. It was a message from Kara. 
 
    Sara and Maya said they could join us. See you at 8:30 she’d typed.  
 
    Okay, cool. See you then, I typed back.  
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    I dropped Sonny off and went home to eat and shower before meeting up with the guys. When I got there, the cleaning woman was just finishing up in the kitchen. Normally, she would have been long gone, but last night, we’d left one hell of a mess. I felt like an asshole, leaving it all for her. 
 
    “Hey, June. What’s up?” I tossed my keys onto the counter and went over to the refrigerator.  
 
    The housekeeper turned off the sink. “Not much. How was school?”  
 
    “Same old shit. Sorry about the mess. The guys were over last night and I forgot to clean up.”  
 
    She shrugged. “I’m paid by the hour, so you won’t hear me complaining. Now, your dad, he might feel differently.” 
 
    I grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge and a box of leftover pizza. “Yeah. Good thing he isn’t home.” 
 
    “Good thing,” a voice muttered behind me. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at my old man, who was dressed in sweats and a T-shirt. Apparently, he’d been home long enough to change out of his suit.   
 
    Tensing up, I closed the refrigerator and walked over to the counter with the food. “You’re back early.” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest. “Not early enough, apparently.” 
 
    I opened up the box of pizza and licked my finger. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Don’t play stupid with me,” he snapped. “I saw the beer cans. I know you boys were drinking last night.” 
 
    “Those were Casey’s cans,” I lied, although technically… he had bought the beer for us.  
 
    “Who the hell is Casey?” 
 
    “Sonny’s older brother. He stopped over with him yesterday.” 
 
    From the look on his face, he didn’t believe me. “Is that so? Maybe I should call him up and tell him to get his ass over here and take care of his mess.” 
 
    “June already cleaned it up,” I replied.  “I’ll talk to him though. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    He turned toward the housekeeper. “Could I get a moment alone with my son?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ll go check on the laundry.” She gave me a sympathetic look and then slipped out of the kitchen. 
 
    My father approached me, his face tight. “What did I tell you about drinking?”  
 
    There was only one person who intimidated me and it wasn’t just because he was my dad. The guy was a couple of inches taller than my six-two frame and often mistaken for John Cena. He was an obsessive body-builder and I sometimes wondered if he was secretly taking steroids because of his mood swings. 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t-” 
 
    He shoved me backward. “Quit fucking lying to me. You think I’m an idiot?” 
 
    I knew when to shut my mouth and as much as I wanted to shove him back, I dug my fingernails into my palms.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want them. You’re grounded.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “What? I have plans tonight.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “What’s not fair is that I have to deal with this shit. Hand them over.” 
 
    “I bought the car.” 
 
    He laughed coldly. “You bought… who the hell do you think you’re talking to, you little prick?” he hollered, shoving me again. “I’m the one who puts a roof over your head and food on the table. I don’t give a shit if you bought the car. I bought everything else so you could purchase the damn thing. I don’t care whose name is on the title, you’re still grounded from using it. Now, give me the keys.” 
 
    Frustrated and angry, I grabbed the keys from the counter, which he’d missed, and was about to walk out the door, when he grabbed my forearm. He pulled me around to face him. 
 
    “Don’t you ever walk away when I’m talking to you!” 
 
    I gritted my teeth.  “Let me go or I’ll…”  
 
    His eyes bore into mine. “Or what?” He grabbed me by the collar. “Take me on? Is that what you’re going to do, hot shot?”  
 
     I didn’t reply. 
 
    “You know what I think? I think you need a refresher course in respecting your elders. I’ve given you too much independence… turned you into a spoiled, arrogant, punk who’s gotten too big for his britches.” 
 
     “I didn’t do anything. You’re overreacting.”  
 
    He laughed coldly. “Overreacting? Boy, if I would have spoken to my old man the way you’re talking to me… I’d be in a world of pain right now. You know… maybe that’s the problem? I’ve been too soft on you.” 
 
    I glared at him. He’d never been soft on me. Not when he was home, which wasn’t much. I sometimes felt like he hated me. My own father. 
 
    There was a cold silence between us as we stared at each other. He finally broke it. “Give me your keys.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Wrong answer.” 
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    Of course my grandmother wanted a play-by-play of my entire day at school after she arrived home from work.  
 
    I removed the cover from my Chipotle rice bowl, grateful the small town actually had decent food. ”It was okay.” 
 
    “Okay? That’s all you’re giving me?” 
 
    I picked up my fork and began mixing my food. “What do you want to know? It was just the usual boring stuff.” 
 
    “It couldn’t have been too ‘boring’ if you’ve made friends already.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “Teenagers. Trying to get any information out of you is like pulling teeth.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell. It was my first day.” 
 
    She set a glass of water down next to me and sat down in front of her burrito. “I suppose. By the way, I didn’t get beans. Like you said.” 
 
    “I see that. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. You know, beans are good for you. Lots of fiber.” 
 
    “I like beans. Just not in my rice bowl.”  I watched her unwrap her burrito, the first one she’d ever had from Chipotle and laughed at her expression. 
 
    “I can’t believe the size of this thing. I’ll be on the toilet all night.” 
 
    “I take it you ordered beans?” 
 
    “The Pintos.” She winked. “It’s probably good you’re not going to be around this evening.” 
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “What time were you leaving?” 
 
    “Kara is picking me up at 8:30,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Okay. So, still no idea of what you’re going to be doing?” 
 
    “I think we’re just going to hang out.” 
 
    She smirked. “Hang out. Your mom used to give me that same answer. The one that really means, mind your own business.” 
 
    I laughed. “I would never say that to you.” 
 
    “Most teenagers wouldn’t. That’s why they use the secret code. So they don’t get in trouble before they go looking for it.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we’re not looking for trouble.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m just giving you grief.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    We ate silently for a few minutes and then she asked if I needed any money.   
 
    “I have twenty dollars.” 
 
    “Okay, if you want more. Let me know. Hanging out can sometimes be expensive,” she said. 
 
    I smiled. “Speaking of money, I was thinking that I should try and find a job in town.”  
 
    “You don’t want to help me at the bait store?” 
 
    “I do but… it closes early and winter isn’t far away. You probably won’t need my help as much then.” 
 
    “You could help me with the taxidermy.” 
 
    The idea made me shudder. “Hell, no. Sorry, but it’s not my thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s certainly not for everyone.”  She glanced out the window, toward the lake. “I suppose it might be a good idea for you to find something else. You’ll meet more people, too.” 
 
    “Yes and I’d like to make enough money to buy a car. Especially if I’m going away to college next fall.”  
 
    “Where are you thinking of applying?” 
 
    We talked college while we finished our meals. The truth was that I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do with my life at that point.  I loved animals and had often thought about getting into veterinary medicine. I still wasn’t one-hundred-percent sold on it, however.  
 
    “Did Amy move out yet?” I asked. She’d been renting the apartment above the taxidermy shop and my grandmother had mentioned something about her moving to San Diego with her boyfriend.  
 
    “Yes, actually. She left yesterday.” 
 
    “Are you going to rent out the studio again?” 
 
    She nodded. “I haven’t gotten around to placing another ad yet, though. I should probably do it in the morning.” 
 
    “Are you going to put it online?” 
 
    She waved her hand. “Heaven’s, no. I’ll put one in the paper. The last time I placed an online ad, I had all kinds of weirdos sending me messages. I even received a dick pic. Lord have mercy, I’d almost forgotten what they looked like,” she said, chuckling.  
 
    I spit out my Diet Coke. “You… what?” 
 
    She patted me on the back. “Careful, dear. Are you okay?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. Did I seriously hear you correctly?” 
 
    Grandma Rae smiled grimly. “Yes. See, I was advertising some of my homemade strawberry rhubarb jelly. Barbara Jean gave me the idea. She said that people would drive for miles to purchase it. Anyway, one guy sent me a message asking if I knew the difference between ‘jam’ and ‘jelly’. I replied that I did and explained why they were different. He answered me back with a picture of his penis and a message that said – ‘I can’t jelly my cock into your throat but I know I can jam it in there.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I wasn’t sure which surprised me more – hearing my grandmother say the word “cock” or the fact that she’d received such an offensive email. 
 
    “Honestly, from what I could tell, there wasn’t much to jam.” She held up her pinky and looked at me. “I guess the joke was really on him.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dinner, I headed upstairs and changed into a soft V-neck, gray sweater and reapplied my makeup. I added a spritz of perfume and then went back downstairs to wait for Kara to arrive. 
 
    Grandma Rae, who was now in her familiar peach colored housecoat and planted in her favorite recliner, was scrolling through television channels. She glanced over at me and smiled. “You look nice.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    My phone buzzed. Kara had arrived. 
 
    “She’s here,” I told my grandmother. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll come out and say ‘hello’.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Grandma Rae and Kara chatted for a few minutes, we left to pick up Sara and Maya, who lived only a mile away from each other. Once we were back on the road, Maya pulled out a small bottle from her purse.  
 
    “Guess what I took from my dad’s liquor cabinet?” she said in a singsong voice. “Vodka. Who wants a shot?” 
 
    I turned back to look at her.  “Straight?” 
 
    Maya unscrewed the cap. “Yeah, or we can pick up something at the gas station. Maybe some orange juice?” 
 
    “Sounds better,” said Sara, seated next to her. “I can’t drink straight alcohol. It’s gross.” 
 
    I felt the same way. I’d had my share of alcohol at some of the parties back in Florida. The last time I’d gotten so sick, I’d sworn to never drink peach Schnapps again. But, I was both tense and anxious. I knew a little vodka would probably relax me.  
 
    “Speaking of booze, apparently, there’s going to be beer at the race,” Kara told Maya and Sara. 
 
    “Good. Then I can keep my buzz going,” Maya said. “Pull into the gas station up ahead. I’ll get us some kind of mixer.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we were back on the road and drinking Screwdrivers from Styrofoam cups.     
 
    “Next time I’ll grab some Malibu rum and pineapple juice,” Maya told us. “It’s so good.” 
 
    I looked back at her. “Won’t your dad catch you taking all of his booze?”   
 
    She shook her head. “Nah. He’ll just assume it’s my stepbrother raiding the liquor cabinet again. Travis is such a lush.” 
 
    “A very hot one,” Kara added.  
 
    “And knows it,” Maya added. 
 
     “How old is he?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “Twenty-one.” 
 
    “Sara is right. He’s hot. I’d do him,” Kara said. 
 
    Maya snorted. “Right. Like you haven’t already.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes narrowed. She looked back at Maya in the rearview mirror. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Oh come on. That night you stayed over, in June. I saw you sneaking out of his bedroom early in the morning. When I got up to pee,” she replied. 
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking. I told you that before. We were just talking about… stuff,” she replied. “If anything would have happened, I’d have told you.” 
 
    Maya didn’t reply. 
 
    “I’m not a slut,” muttered Kara. “I’m not just going to have random sex with someone because they’re hot. I was only joking.” 
 
    “I never said you were a slut. And,” her eyes softened, “I believe you. Seriously.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Kara replied, still looking angry. 
 
    “Hey, did you guys hear about Darlene Thayer? She’s pregnant,” Sara said, thankfully changing the subject. 
 
    The other two girls gasped. 
 
    “No. Who’s the father?” Kara asked. “Zack Taylor?” 
 
    I stared out the window as they talked about the latest drama in school, grateful that I’d found some friends but still on pins and needles about tonight.   
 
      
 
       
 
    It turned out that Old Cliff Road was located on the outskirts of town, where there wasn’t a lot of traffic, especially after nine. 
 
    “Aren’t they worried about cops?” I asked, when we pulled up to the parking lot of a very crowded picnic area. Dozens of trucks and cars were parked and everyone appeared to be tailgating.  
 
    “Mattie’s dad is the sheriff. I’m sure she probably tells him whenever there’s a race and he just turns the other cheek,” Sara said. 
 
    Somehow, that didn’t surprise me.  
 
    I took in all of the cars and trucks lined up. Most looked new and expensive. I honestly hadn’t been expecting to see such flashy vehicles in such a small town. Especially with teenagers driving them. 
 
    “I didn’t know there was so much money here,” I murmured, thinking out loud. 
 
    “I overheard my mom say that Diamond Lake has more millionaires than fish,” Maya said.  
 
    “I believe it. My dad was just bitching about how the fish haven’t been biting lately,” Sara joked. 
 
    Kara found a place to park and then the four of us got out. 
 
    “Hey, you made it!” hollered a familiar voice.  
 
    Sonny. 
 
    “Oh, here we go,” murmured Kara under her breath. 
 
    I raised my eyebrow.  “You’re the one who wanted to come.” 
 
    Her lip twitched. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    Sonny, who was sitting on the tailgate of a big, black Chevy, hopped down and walked over to us with a bag of red cups. “You want some beer? We got our hands on a keg.” 
 
    “How much are you charging?” Maya asked. 
 
    Before he could reply, I heard a voice behind us.  
 
    “Who the fuck invited you?” 
 
    Recognizing it as Mattie’s, my stomach tightened. I turned around and saw her standing there with two of her friends. All three of them were glaring at me. 
 
    “Chill out, Mattie,” Sonny said, sounding more amused than anything. “I invited them.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Chase won’t like it. This is supposed to be a private race.” 
 
    Considering the amount of people in the parking lot, I knew she was full of shit. 
 
    “He was there when I invited them,” Sonny replied.  
 
     Annoyance flashed in her eyes. She opened her mouth to say something but then seemed to change her mind. 
 
    “Speaking of Chase – where is he?” asked a voice behind me. “I tried texting him but haven’t gotten an answer.” 
 
    I turned around and my stomach dropped. It was the guy who’d touched my ass earlier. Our eyes met and he smirked. I quickly looked away. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s busy inspecting his car and getting it ready. Don’t worry, Bruce. He’ll show.” Sonny pulled out four red cups from the bag and handed them to us. “Beer is free. It’ll go quickly though so get it while you can.” 
 
    We thanked him and took the cups. Sonny told us where the keg was and as I turned to follow the other girls toward the beer, Mattie stepped in my way.  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Damn, something smells like rotten fish. That must be you, Bait Girl.” 
 
    I glared at her.  
 
    One of her friends burst out laughing. A girl with long red hair. “Bait Girl?”   
 
    “Yeah. She works in her Grandma’s bait shop. God, what’s it like always smelling like minnows and leeches?” Mattie asked, her eyes wide. “I guess you probably get used to it.” 
 
    Humiliated, I clenched my fists, ready to punch the bitch. “Considering how awful your breath is, you may as well ask your friends how they handle it.” 
 
    Mattie’s face turned red and she looked like she wanted to kill me.    
 
    “Leave her alone,” Kara said angrily, moving to my side. “I mean what the fuck, Mattie?” 
 
    “You should consider who you make friends with. Something tells me you’ll regret it later,” Mattie replied. 
 
    “You should reconsider how you treat people. Something tells me you’ll regret it later,” Kara countered. 
 
    Mattie grunted. “Whatever.” 
 
    Suddenly, a group of guys started cheering on the other side of the parking lot. 
 
     Sonny jumped back up onto the pickup and looked down the road. He grinned and hollered, “Chase is here!” 
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    As expected, there was a big crowd gathered to watch the race. Most of them I recognized from Diamond Lake High. Normally, seeing so many people supporting me would have pumped me up, but I wasn’t in the mood for racing. I was still in pain and reeling from my old man’s right hook. He’d gotten a couple punches in before the housekeeper had rushed into the kitchen to see what was happening. If she hadn’t walked in when she had, I don’t know what would have happened. I’d been two seconds away from losing my shit and finally fighting back. I’d been taught all my life to respect my elders. Not anymore. Not when it came to him. He didn’t deserve it. 
 
     After June had entered the kitchen, my dad miraculously became the calm, cool asshole he normally was. I ended up giving him my keys and he took off to the gym.  Fortunately, I had another set and blew off his orders. Instead of staying home, I took a shower, packed a duffel bag, and took off. Not only was I leaving, but never coming back.  
 
    Fuck him and his psychotic shit.  
 
    I was eighteen now. I didn’t need his permission for anything. I had a job and some money saved. I’d find a place to stay and figure out what I was going to do about school. Part of me wanted to drop out and get my G.E.D.  Fuck the college plans. HIS college plans. I could go to school for auto-mechanics and continue working at the shop. It was something I was definitely going to consider. 
 
    I pulled my Mustang up next to Gus’s (AKA Scott Jackson) souped-up 1970 Chevelle S.S. I had to admit, his car was pretty sweet but the guy was a condescending prick. He was his biggest fan and constantly bragging about the races he won in Lancaster. If it had been anyone but him, I’d have rescheduled the race. But, I’d been dying to beat the fucker and wasn’t going to let a few bruises stand in the way. I noticed that Gus wasn’t in the vehicle but there were two guys from Lancaster keeping a close eye on it. There wasn’t a lot of trust between our schools. In fact, there was nothing but bad blood. The kind that had started when our parents had been in school. It wasn’t just rivalry, either.  I once heard that it had something to do with a factory being closed down in Lancaster. Hundreds of people had lost their jobs and it was believed that a wealthy family from Diamond Lake, had something to do with it.   
 
    I turned off the engine and slowly got out of my car, trying to ignore the pain in my ribs, where my old man had slugged me. I didn’t think anything was broken but they sure hurt like hell.  
 
    “Woah. Dude, what happened to you?” Sonny said, walking up to me and staring at my black eye.  
 
    I shrugged. “Got into a fight.”  
 
    “With who?” Sonny asked as Tyler, Bruce, and Mitch joined us. 
 
    “Just some douchebag. I really don’t want to talk about it. Hey, guys, what’s up?” 
 
    “Not much. You okay to drive?” Mitch asked. “Your eye looks pretty swollen.” 
 
    “You kidding me? I’m fine,” I replied.  
 
    “You should ice it,” Sonny said, frowning. 
 
    He was probably right, but the race was about to begin. “No time. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Bruce stared at me with concern. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “Like I told Sonny. Just a fight. Nothing I feel like talking about.”  
 
     “Just answer me this – did you beat the other guy’s ass?” he asked. “Or do we need to go and find the fuck who did this and lay down the hammer?” 
 
    I forced a smile to my face. “He’s a hurtin’ unit right now. You know I would never let anyone get the best of me.” 
 
    Fortunately, they accepted the lie without doubt. I’d been in fights before. Some were not my fault. Some were. I usually walked away the winner and they knew it.  
 
    Mattie jogged over to me, with Audra and Celine following behind. Her eyes widened in horror when she saw my eye. “Oh my God, what happened to you?”  
 
    “He doesn’t want to talk about it,” Sonny answered for me. 
 
    She ignored him. “Chase, who did this to you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.” It was then that I noticed Gus walking from the pavilion. Not only was he surrounded by his usual posse, but the new girl was beside him and they were smiling and talking. 
 
    “What the fuck is that all about?” Sonny said, noticing it too. “Conversing with the enemy. I mean what the fuck?” 
 
    Sonny despised Gus more than any of us. He’d stolen his girl, back in our sophomore year. The only chick he’d ever been serious about.  
 
    “I told you she’s a little slut,” Mattie said. “She doesn’t belong in our school. This just proves it.” 
 
    “No shit,” Celine said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Maybe she should be going to Lancaster. Not Diamond Lake,” added Audra. 
 
    “Exactly,” Mattie replied.  
 
    Normally, this kind of thing wouldn’t have bothered me, but she was fraternizing with the enemy. And I knew he was loving every minute of it. 
 
    Gus and his group approached us. Seeing my face, he smirked. “Look what the cat dragged in. You walk into a wall, Adams?” 
 
    I ignored him and stared at Mackenzie, trying to keep my cool. As irritated as I was, I had to admit, she was gorgeous and made the race much more interesting. I couldn’t exactly blame Gus for wanting a piece of tail, which was only part of his motive. He got a kick out of stealing the girls from Diamond Lake. Fuck if I was going to let that happen again though. Not on my watch. 
 
    “Mackenzie, right?” I said, addressing her directly for the first time.  
 
    Looking a little surprised, she nodded.  
 
    “Whose side are you on?” I asked. 
 
    Gus burst out laughing. “What is this, grade school?”  
 
    I glared at him. “You know what I mean.” I looked at Mackenzie again. “Who do you want to win?” 
 
    She was silent for a few seconds and then shrugged. “I’m just here to watch. I don’t really care.” 
 
    Mattie laughed coldly. “Right.” 
 
    Mackenzie told her to “fuck off”. 
 
    Mattie’s eyes flashed angrily. “Mess with me one more time and I’ll-” 
 
    Mackenzie glared back at her. “Bring it on.” 
 
    “Don’t let her talk to you like that. Kick her ass Mattie,” Audra said. 
 
    Mattie started toward Mackenzie, but I grabbed her arm. “We don’t have time for this shit.” I looked at Mackenzie and wanted to tell her to get the fuck away from Gus, but stopped myself. I’d sound like a jealous asshole. Honestly, I didn’t care if the chick fucked the entire football team. As long as it was ours and not the one from Lancaster. 
 
    “You’re here to support Chase,” Sonny said, an edge to his voice. “Like the rest of Diamond Lake. That’s why you were invited.” 
 
    “I do support him.” Mackenzie looked at me. “But, that doesn’t mean I can’t support Gus, too.” 
 
    Celine snorted. “Wow. So, you want to support a total stranger? A guy from Lancaster. That’s fucked up.”  
 
    Gus spoke up. “We’re not strangers. My family and hers go way back. I’ve been over to her grandmother’s for dinner. Technically, we have more of a history together then you all do.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but we invited her tonight. She’s part of our school. Our town. She needs to understand where her loyalties are,” Sonny said crossly. “Or, should be.” 
 
    Gus chuckled. “Damn, talk about controlling. Now I know what Mattie meant about all of you.” 
 
    Mattie tensed up. “Excuse me, what?”   
 
    Gus took out a cigarette and lit the end of it. “Last summer at that beach party. You were talking about how the guys at your school were manipulative and controlling. Of course, you were pretty hammered may not remember much. I, on the other hand, remember… everything.” He smiled wickedly. “It was an interesting night.” 
 
    “Liar. I never said anything like that and I never ran into you at a party.” She looked at me. “He’s making that up.” 
 
      I didn’t know if it was true or not. I’d caught her in some lies before, so anything was possible. Funny thing was, she was more manipulative than anyone I’d ever met. 
 
    “Whatever.” Tired of the bullshit, and ready to get this race going, I checked the time on my phone. It was almost ten. “Let’s get the show on the road.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Gus took another drag of his smoke and then put it out. “What’s the wager?” 
 
    “Two hundred,” I reminded him. We’d agreed on it earlier. 
 
    He reached for his wallet and pulled out two hundred-dollar bills. “Who’s acting treasurer tonight?” 
 
    “Me,” Mattie said.   
 
    “Well, hell. I think we should use someone more neutral.” Gus smiled at Mackenzie. “Like you.” 
 
    Mackenzie’s eyes widened. She looked like she wanted to crawl under a rock.  “Let Mattie do it.” 
 
    “He’s right. You should hold the money.” I pulled out my wallet and took out my share. “Here,” I said, holding the bills in front of Mackenzie.  
 
    She stared at it. 
 
    “Come on. We don’t have all night,” I muttered more harshly than I’d meant to. But, I was exhausted and pissed off. I’d had a shitty day and the only thing that would make it remotely better was wiping the smug look off of Gus’s face by beating him. 
 
    Mackenzie gave me a dirty look. “Why don’t you just stick it up your ass instead?”    
 
    Not used to a chick talking to me like that, I stared at her in surprise.  
 
    “Asshole.” She turned on her heel and stormed away. 
 
    “Mouthy little bitch,” murmured Mattie, with a gleam in her eyes. “I told you she was trouble.” 
 
    I handed her the money instead and looked at Gus. “Mattie is treasurer.” 
 
    “Fine.” He handed her his bills too. 
 
    I pulled me keys out of my pocket and headed over to my car. Before I got in, I looked to see where Mackenzie had disappeared, but couldn’t see her in the darkness. 
 
    Fucking, who cares, I told myself.  I had enough of my own problems. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” Mattie ran over to me. “Quick kiss for good luck?” 
 
    Too tired to argue about it, I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    Smiling happily, she closed her eyes and pulled my lips down to hers. She tried kissing me deeply but I broke it off.  
 
    “Sorry, everything hurts,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh, you poor baby. Maybe I can make you feel better later?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She kissed me quickly again. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Gus got into his vehicle and we lined them up at the orange cones. People gathered around us - Diamond Lake kids on my side and Lancaster on his.  As we waited for the flashlight, I could hear people chanting my name and screaming for me to win. Hearing that was an adrenaline rush in itself. 
 
    Gus revved his engine.  
 
    I looked over at him and he pointed toward Mattie. He raised his fingers into a “V”, flicked his tongue, and then grinned wickedly.  
 
    “Like I said – interesting night!” he hollered. 
 
    I clenched my jaw. The fucker was going down, one way or another.  
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     I heard the engines revving and rolled my eyes as I headed in the opposite direction. I was so over Chase, his girlfriend, and the rest of the Diamond Lake assholes. With an attitude like his, no wonder he had a black eye. He deserved it.  
 
    And who were they to tell me who I could and couldn’t cheer for? 
 
    The squeal of tires told me that the race had started. I hoped that Gus left Chase in his dust.  
 
    “Mackenzie, wait,” Sara called out. 
 
    I turned and saw her walking toward me with Kara and Maya. I was a little frustrated with them as well. They’d pretty much abandoned me after I’d started talking to Gus by the keg. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Kara asked when they caught up to me.  
 
    “Anywhere but here,” I muttered. 
 
    “Are you mad at us?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Well, you kind of ditched me after I started talking to Gus,” I replied. 
 
    “He’s bad news around here,” Sara replied.  
 
    “She’s right. I mean the entire school pretty much hates him,” Maya added. 
 
    I couldn’t figure that one out. Gus’s mom and my mom had been close friends growing up, which is how we’d met. Every summer his family and mine would get together for a barbecue. He was a nice guy and we’d always had fun together. I didn’t think it was fair how they were treating him.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “He has a bad reputation,” Maya said.  
 
    “Apparently, he stole Sonny’s girlfriend a couple of years ago. That’s why the A-squad hates him so much,” Kara said. 
 
    “And because of that, we’re supposed to treat him like shit?” I asked dryly. “Just because Sonny lost his girlfriend?” 
 
    “That’s not all. He and some of his friends wrote graffiti on the school one night,” Maya said. “Insulting all of us.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sara said. “He wrote a bunch of lewd shit.” 
 
    “They also think he and his friends were the ones who burned down Old Man Jenkin’s shed last year,” said Kara.  
 
    This just didn’t sound like the guy I knew. He’d once told me that he wanted to be a cop and I couldn’t imagine him committing those crimes.  
 
    “How do you know it was even him? Obviously, he didn’t get arrested for anything.” I would have heard about it from my grandmother. 
 
    “Bruce and Sonny told everyone. They’d heard about it from someone else who goes to Lancaster. Apparently, Gus was bragging about it,” Kara said.  
 
    I still didn’t believe it. “Gus isn’t like that though.” 
 
    The other three didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Seriously, you guys. I’ve known him for years and he might be a flirt, but he’s not into arson or spraying graffiti onto buildings,” I said. “He’s also not stupid enough to go bragging about it if he did.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyway. If you’re seen around him, you’ll get shunned by everyone at school. It’s better to just avoid him and anyone else from Lancaster,” Maya said. 
 
    “Yeah, our schools hate each other,” Sara added. 
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m sorry but I’m not letting anyone decide who I can or cannot talk to. If you’re that worried about getting shit from the A-squad, because I’m friends with Gus, then maybe you should avoid me too.” I turned around and started walking down the side of the road again. 
 
    “Wait,” Kara said.  
 
    I turned around.  
 
    She gave me an apologetic smile. “We’re not going to avoid you. If you think Gus is cool and wouldn’t do those things, then I believe you.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Maya said.  
 
    I looked at Sara.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “I guess there really isn’t any solid proof.” 
 
    I relaxed. “You know, the A-squad could just be spreading those rumors to make him look like an asshole. Just like what Mattie did to you.” 
 
    She sighed. “Good point.” 
 
    “Fuck the A-squad,” Kara said. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck them,” Sara said. 
 
    “You guys want to wait around and see who returns first, or just get out of here?” Kara asked, looking back toward the parking lot. 
 
     “I seriously don’t care who wins,” I told them. 
 
    “I vote that we just get out of here,” Sara said.  
 
    “I second that,” Maya said. 
 
    “Okay, I say we go and grab something to eat at Herschel’s,” Kara said, pulling her key fob out of her purse.  
 
    Maya’s eyes lit up. “I could go for a malt.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Sara replied. “Have you ever eaten at Herschel’s, Mackenzie?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    They all stared at me like I was an alien. 
 
    “Your grandmother never took you to there?” Kara asked. “Girl, you’ve been missing out.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, we were seated in a booth at Herschel’s, a Back-to-the-50’s type of diner, where the waitresses took your order on roller-skates and classic music played out of an old fashioned jukebox.  
 
    “This is cool,” I said as we sat down in one of the vinyl booths.  
 
    Our waitress, Connie, who was dressed in a cute teal and checkered car hop uniform, handed me a menu “First time here?”   
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, welcome to Herschel’s. If you haven’t already heard, we have the best burgers in Diamond Lake and over twenty different malt flavors. They’re huge, too, so be prepared.” 
 
    “Good to know, thank you,” I replied, looking around. The place was pretty busy, especially for a Monday night.    
 
    “No problem. Just a warning, we’re a little short-staffed tonight,” Connie said. “It’s taking longer than usual to get the food out, so I want to apologize in advance.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re probably just going to order malts anyway,” Kara said. “And, maybe some fries.” 
 
    The rest of us agreed. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll go and grab your waters while you’re deciding,” she said.  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be hiring, would you?” I asked, looking around again at everything. There were old-fashioned gas stations signs, posters of pinup girls, and vintage memorabilia. The diner looked like a fun place to work. 
 
    “Always, especially now that college has started. If you want, I can get you an application,” she replied. 
 
    “That would be great. Thank you.” 
 
    When she left, Kara asked if I knew how to roller-skate. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s been awhile. I’m sure it’ll all come back to me,” I replied. 
 
    “I heard the tips are really good at this place. Like, you’ll walk out of here on a Friday night with over one-hundred dollars,” Maya said. 
 
    “I could never waitress,” Kara said. “I’d end up screwing up everyone’s orders or spilling hot soup on some poor soul.” 
 
    “Yikes, I’d better talk the customers out of soup if I get hired. I’d probably do the same thing. Do any of you have jobs?”  I asked. 
 
    I learned that Kara worked at a yogurt shop, Sara in a book store, and Maya at a veterinarian clinic. 
 
    “What do you do there?” I asked Maya. 
 
    “Clean kennels. Feed the animals. Show them some love,” she replied, smiling. “I want to be a veterinarian someday.” 
 
    We talked about our college plans and Kara said she was hoping to be a pharmacist. Sara told us that she was interested in becoming a lawyer. Maya wasn’t sure yet.  
 
    “What about you?” Kara asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ve always liked the theater,” I replied and then told them about the plays I’d done in Santa Clara. 
 
    “Why’d you move to Diamond Lake?” Maya asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath and told them about my parents being killed in a car accident a few months back. They were all shocked and horrified. 
 
    “So that’s why you’re living with your grandmother?” Kara asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    They gave me their condolences, which brought a lump to my throat.  
 
    “I can’t even imagine,” Sara said softly. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
     “Thanks. Um, it’s been… hard. Anyway, let’s talk about something else before I start balling like a baby,” I said with a sad smile. 
 
    Kara reached over and squeezed my hand. “Okay, but if you ever need to talk about it, we’re here for you.” 
 
    Sara and Maya agreed. 
 
    “Aww… thanks, you guys,” I said, once again grateful that I’d met them.  
 
    “Of course,” Sara said. 
 
    “Hey, what do you think about Mattie and Gus?” Maya said. “Do you think they hooked up?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I did hear something about those two having sex at a party, last summer. I thought it was bullshit, but... now I’m not so sure.  You should ask him about it. He might tell you the truth, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I will the next time I see him.” I hoped not, though. I liked Gus and the idea of him screwing around with Mattie made me ill.   
 
    The waitress returned, handed me an application, and then took our orders. 
 
    “The owner will be in tomorrow,” she said to me. “If you fill that out tonight, I’ll make sure she gets it.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thank you. I’ll give it to you before I leave.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” She took our menus and left the table. 
 
    “Oh, great,” muttered Kara, staring toward the front door. “Guess who just walked in?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and groaned inwardly. Chase, Sonny, and some of the other guys from the race were waiting to be seated. Fortunately, Mattie wasn’t with them. 
 
    “That was fast,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s kind of odd they’re here and not still at the park. I wonder if he won,” Sara asked in a low voice.  
 
    “I’ll find out,” Maya said, pulling out her cell phone. She began sending texts. 
 
    “Chase looks like he’s sulking. I bet he lost,” Kara said. 
 
    “Have they seen us yet?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I replied, ducking away when I noticed Sonny turn toward us. Fortunately, the partitions separating the booths made it hard to who was sitting in our booth. 
 
    Kara snorted. “Who cares if those assholes see us? If they come over and say anything, we’ll just ignore them.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I watched as the four guys were shown to another booth, far from us, and breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
    “Oh, shit. Look who else is here,” murmured Sara, staring toward the entrance. 
 
    It was Gus and another guy. 
 
    Kara turned to look. “Weird.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. Kesha Reed said that the race was halted because the cops were waiting for them at the Finish Line,” Maya said, reading from her phone. “She thinks they both got tickets too.” 
 
    “Didn’t one of you mention that Mattie’s dad was the sheriff?” I asked. 
 
    Sara nodded.  
 
    “Apparently, it doesn’t matter. They were there to stop the race and apparently, it worked,” said Maya. 
 
    “No wonder why Chase looks pissed,” Kara said. 
 
    “Check that out. Gus and the other guy are being seated at Chase’s table,” Maya whispered. 
 
    “Maybe they’re friends now?” Sara said. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Kara replied.  
 
    The waitress returned with our malts and basket of fries. She then left us and went over to the guy’s table. After talking to them for a few seconds, she nodded toward another booth. Chase and Gus stood up, walked over to it, and sat down. Alone. 
 
    “Ah, the plot thickens. Something must definitely be going down,” Sara said. 
 
    “Maybe they’re just making plans for a rematch?” I suggested. 
 
    “Why would they do it privately?” she replied. 
 
    “Maybe they’re talking about Mattie?” Kara said.  
 
    “I doubt it. They’d be talking with fists,” Maya said. “Something is definitely up.” 
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    I stared at Gus… mind blown. 
 
    “Wait, what?” I replied, still wondering if I’d heard him right. 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    After being threatened by Mattie’s old man, for street-racing, Gus was proposing a different type of competition. One that sounded more like a joke than anything. 
 
    I studied his face.  
 
    Was he serious? 
 
    He went on. “You heard what the sheriff said. He’ll throw our asses in jail if he catches anyone racing in Diamond Lake. We need to let the dust settle for a while. So, I say we wager on something a little more interesting while we wait for things to settle down.” 
 
     “Why would I want to enter into something like this?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you? Come on, Davis. I heard you’ve done more for less.” 
 
    “This is totally different.” 
 
    “Exactly. Which makes it more interesting.” Gus smirked. “You probably wouldn’t win anyway. I can understand your hesitation.” 
 
    I glared at him. “If I really wanted to do this, there’d be no competition. I’d have her panties down faster than you could jerk off thinking about it.” 
 
    He laughed. “See, this is why I can’t believe you’re not excited about this. You’re so goddamn sure of yourself.” 
 
    “Apparently, that makes two of us. Why this, though?” 
 
    “Because it’s fun. Not to mention, she’s different. She’s a challenge. Always has been.” 
 
    “So, you’ve tried before?” 
 
    “I’ve flirted casually. It’s hard to do during family get-togethers.” 
 
     “Maybe you’re just not her type.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe not. Regardless, I think this will be a challenge for both of us. Especially after that shit you pulled earlier. I’m pretty sure she thinks you’re the biggest asshole on the planet.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Why should I trust you, or even her, for that matter? You two could be setting me up to lose.” 
 
    His face turned serious. “I’m not a cheater. I get off on winning fair and square. The money doesn’t even mean anything to me. My parents are loaded and my grandmother left me a trust fund, which I’ll inherit after graduation. For me, it’s all about the competition and prize.” 
 
    For some reason, I believed him.  
 
    “But, why this?” 
 
    He pulled out a sugar packet from the plastic stand and began playing with it. “Why not? It’s a unique challenge. Not to mention, she’s hot. Even you have to agree with that.” 
 
     True. 
 
     “I don’t know. This sounds too easy.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of yourself. She’s a virgin. It’s obvious. I suppose most of the girls at Diamond Lake are sluts, so you’re not used to reading the signs-” 
 
      “Fuck off.” Even if it were true, I wasn’t going to let him talk shit about our school.  
 
    He laughed. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    My mind went over the wager again. I still couldn’t believe he wanted to place a bet on who could fuck Mackenzie first.  
 
      “How much?” I asked. 
 
    “One thousand dollars.” 
 
     “Fuck.” The money sounded nice. Especially if I was moving out of my old man’s house. But, what if I lost? I couldn’t afford to. A thousand bucks was a thousand bucks. 
 
    “We could go higher if you want,” he said, misunderstanding me. 
 
    “No. That’s the highest I’d go. But…” I scratched my chin. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    “You still don’t trust me.” 
 
    Fucking-A-Right I didn’t.  
 
    “It’s not just that. You two are friends. You already have an advantage.” 
 
    “What if I piss her off? We’ll both start off evenly.” 
 
    I frowned. “How would you do that?” 
 
    He was silent for a few seconds and then brought up that they were having a formal dance at their school to raise money for charity. “It’s next weekend.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    He went on. “I’ll invite her to the dance, make sure she gets a new dress, and… stand her up.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Dude, that’s cold.”  
 
    He laughed harshly. “Yeah, she’ll probably hate me.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah. It is pretty extreme.”  
 
    I just didn’t get it.  
 
    “It’s like I said before, I need a good challenge. I thrive on this shit.  I want to prove that I can break her heart and still win her back.” 
 
    “I don’t think even you could pull that off.” 
 
    “Oh, I can and I will.” 
 
    I grunted. 
 
    “One thing though. You can’t start romancing her until after I stand her up. That way, we both start off on the same playing field.” 
 
    “I guess that’s fair.” 
 
    “I’m probably going to fuck her one way or another anyway. But, if you can beat me to it, you’ll get bragging rights and some spending cash.” 
 
    “And if I lose, I’ll be out a grand.” 
 
    “Well, shit. I’ve never known any of you Diamond Lake boys to consider losing even a possibility. Especially you, Davis.” 
 
    He was right.  Winning was, and always had been, everything. My old man had drummed the importance of that in my head from early on. If you lost, it was because you gave up. You pussed out. 
 
    “So, you in?” 
 
    I sat there and mulled over everything Gus had said. In a way, I felt bad for Mackenzie. She clearly thought he was her friend and here the guy was, placing a bet on who could fuck her first.  
 
    And I thought I was a dick. 
 
    “How do we prove who’s had her first?” I ask. 
 
    “Get a pic of her naked.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the table anxiously. As long as he didn’t cheat, I had a damn good chance. Hell, I’d make sure I won. The money was something I really needed. Not to mention, fucking Mackenzie would be icing on the cake.  
 
    I sighed. “Fine. I’m in. But, we need to agree on some clear ground rules.” 
 
    “Of course.” He held out his. “So, we have a deal?” 
 
    I stared at it. “One question - did you fuck Mattie?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
     His expression told me everything I needed to know. He’d gotten a piece. It didn’t bother me as much as it would have six months ago. 
 
    “Fuck it.” I shook his hand. “Sure, why not.” 
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    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Gus and Chase’s little powwow, we watched as they went their separate ways. 
 
    “Hmm… very interesting. Did you see them shake hands?” Kara murmured as Gus walked out of the diner with his friend. 
 
    “Yeah. They’re probably just setting up another race,” Maya said. 
 
    Kara sat back in the booth. “Chase must be so pissed off at Mattie’s dad.” 
 
    “She’s probably just as angry at him. It sounds like Sheriff Robbins drove her home in his squad. She probably got her ass chewed out,” Maya said, still scrolling through the texts on her phone. 
 
    “Oh, boohoo. Poor baby,” Kara said sarcastically. “At least someone can control that bitch.”   
 
    Sara stared past our table. “Don’t look now but Chase is walking this way.” 
 
    I looked up just as he was nearing our booth, probably on route toward the restrooms. From his expression, it was obvious that he was stunned to see us. 
 
    “Hey, Chase,” Kara said. “We heard about the race. That really sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He stopped at our table. “How long have been here?” 
 
    “Long enough to see you talking to Gus,” Maya said with a little smirk. “Did you set up another competition?” 
 
    He suddenly looked very uncomfortable. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Another race?” Maya replied. 
 
    He relaxed. “Yeah. But, it’ll be awhile. Sheriff Robbins threatened to throw our asses in jail if he caught us street racing again.” 
 
    “So, Mattie can’t control her daddy anymore, huh?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Fuck Mattie,” he replied gruffly. 
 
    The four of us stared up at him in surprise. 
 
    “Woah, aren’t you two still a thing?” Maya asked. 
 
    He snorted and looked away. “We haven’t been that for a while. Anyway, I gotta go. See you around.” 
 
    We watched in silence as he left our table and headed to the bathroom. 
 
    “Someone should tell Mattie they’re not together anymore,” whispered Sara, looking amused.  
 
    “Maybe he’s afraid of the crazy bitch, too,” Maya replied.  
 
    We all laughed. 
 
      
 
    We finished our malts relatively quickly and then headed to the front register to pay our tab. Our waitress met us at the counter. 
 
    “I finished the application,” I said, handing it to her.  
 
    Connie smiled. “Okay, cool. I’ll make sure it gets into the right hands.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I looked around the diner again and that’s when I caught Chase staring at me. Our eyes held briefly for a minute and then I looked away. 
 
    “I saw that,” murmured Kara, who was standing next to me. “Either Chase finds you interesting or he’s still pissed that you and Gus are friends.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t care either way.” 
 
    “You should. He and the A-squad might make things difficult for you at school,” she replied as we followed Maya and Sara out of the diner.  
 
    “Fuck Chase and fuck his friends,” I replied, my gut twisting as I thought about it. I wasn’t afraid of them but I also just wanted to be left alone.  
 
    “Just stay out of their way for a week and they’ll forget all about it,” Maya said. 
 
    “Oh, I plan on it.” I wasn’t going to let Mattie bully me, though. If she got into my face again, I’d make sure it was for the last time. She might have been bigger than me, but I wasn’t about to be anyone’s doormat.  
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    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    At around eleven-thirty, my old man started calling and leaving me messages, including a text.  
 
      
 
    Dad: Sorry for earlier. I over-reacted. Come home, Son. 
 
      
 
    Still angry, I didn’t reply. It wasn’t his first apology and it wouldn’t be the last. I was tired of being his punching bag. 
 
    “Sonny, could I stay at your place tonight?” I asked, as we headed out of the diner. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” he replied.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Having problems with your old man again?”  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You’re eighteen now. You could move out.” 
 
    “I’m planning on it. I just need a place to sleep until I can figure out what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “I’m sure if I talk to my mom, she’ll let you stay for a while.” 
 
    His mother was cool but she also was a busy-body. I didn’t want her knowing my business. The entire town would find out about it before tomorrow’s breakfast. 
 
    “I’d prefer it if you didn’t say anything. I just need a place to stay tonight. I’ll figure things out tomorrow.” 
 
    “No problem.” He took his keys out of his pocket. “I’ll meet you at my place.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Anytime, bro.” 
 
      
 
    As I followed Sonny home in his Chevy, I thought back to my conversation with Gus and wondered what in the hell I’d been thinking. It wasn’t the bet that worried me. It was trusting that he’d play fairly.  
 
    And what if she really was in on it? 
 
    Gus claimed that this was on the up-and-up. But, he was also from Lancaster and trusting him was probably a total dumbass move. But, I’d agreed and couldn’t back out. I’d be out one-thousand dollars if I forfeited now. I’d also look like a pussy. Being naïve was one thing, being a coward was far worse, as far as I was concerned.  
 
    Unfortunately, we’d also made a pact to keep this wager a secret, so I couldn’t talk about it to anyone. Not even my best friend, Sonny. There were too many jabber-jaws around me and I knew that it would get leaked and Mackenzie would eventually find out.  
 
    My cell phone vibrated and I picked it up.  
 
    A text message. 
 
      
 
    Mattie: Sorry about my dad. I had no idea he was going to show up tonight.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t blame her for her old man interfering with the race. I was actually surprised that he hadn’t busted us previously. I was just tired of dealing with her and the bullshit.  
 
     When I got to Sonny’s, I replied to her, telling Mattie it was no big deal. 
 
      
 
    Mattie: I wish you’d come over. My dad went back to work and my mom is still out of town. 
 
    Me: Can’t. 
 
    Mattie: Why? 
 
    Me: I’m tired and going to bed.  
 
    Although I was heading to Sonny’s, that was the plan. I was really tired and needed to sleep. 
 
    She sent me a nudie photo of herself, which almost changed my mind. But, my face hurt and I knew if I went to her, she’d think we were a couple again.   
 
    Instead of answering her, I turned off my phone and got out of the car. 
 
     “Thanks again for letting me stay over,” I said, following Sonny to the porch. 
 
    “No problem. It’s not like we don’t have room.” 
 
    An accurate statement. Sonny’s mom, Jane, was a successful real estate agent and they lived in a huge cabin on the north side of the lake. It was just the two of them living there. His older sister was away at college and his parents had divorced the year before.  
 
    We walked inside and headed upstairs to his bedroom. That’s when we ran into his mom. She was dressed in a short, white velour robe and held an empty wine glass in her hand. Her eyes were glossy and it was obvious, from the way she was swaying, that she was half-in-the-bag. 
 
    “I thought I’d heard a noise.” She looked at my face. “Oh my God, what happened to you?”   
 
    “It’s nothing. I just tripped over Sonny’s ego.” 
 
    She blinked and then realized I was joking.  Jane laughed. “Must have been quite the fall, we all know how bit that thing is.” 
 
    “You two are hilarious,” Sonny replied. “You should do stand-up. Seriously.” 
 
    Jane smiled and looked at me again. “You should put some ice on that. It must hurt like a bitch.” 
 
    I shrugged. “A little.” 
 
    She turned to Sonny. “Why don’t you and get him some ice.” 
 
    He sighed and headed back down the stairs. “Fine. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Wrap it up in a washcloth,” she added. 
 
    “Okay,” he replied. 
 
    We were left alone and that’s when things turned awkward. 
 
    “Come here, let me see that eye of yours.” She moved so close that I could smell the soury sweetness of her breath. “So, tell me the truth. Who gave you that black eye, Chase?” 
 
    “Just some asshole.” 
 
    She smiled grimly. “Let me guess, you drew the attention of a girl and her boyfriend got jealous?” 
 
    I shoved my hands into my front pockets and chuckled. “No.” 
 
    Jane took a step back and her robe loosened a little. She looked down. “Oh, dear.” 
 
    Out of respect, I looked away. 
 
    “This darn robe.”  
 
    I watched, out of the corner of my eye, as she tugged at the belt, until it opened all the way, revealing her heavy breasts and black panties. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen before. His mom had flashed me on a few other occasions, when Sonny wasn’t looking. Although she was pretty hot for an older woman, she had a drinking problem and it was more embarrassing than anything. For both of us. 
 
    She laughed. “Peek-a-boob. Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem.” I pulled out my phone and pretended to check my messages.  
 
    Jane set her wine glass down on the hallway table and stepped closer to me. “Your poor eye.” 
 
    I stiffened up as she lightly touched my other hand and then grabbed a hold of it. She placed it on her breast and let out a soft moan. “I bet I could make us both feel better.” 
 
    Embarrassed, I pulled it away quickly. She’d never taken it this far before. I felt sick to my stomach. I thought of Sonny as a brother and this felt so wrong. “I should probably get going,” I mumbled. 
 
    She tightened up her robe and took a step toward me. “Wait, no. Don’t do that. I’m sorry. That was… uncalled for. Please, don’t say anything to Sonny.” 
 
    The desperation in her voice made me feel even sorrier for her. I sighed and nodded. “I won’t.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.”  
 
    I knew that Sonny’s dad had cheated on her and had a feeling that she was trying to prove something to herself.  I just hoped she picked someone else to try and seduce in the future. 
 
    Swaying, Jane picked up her wine glass and without another word, went downstairs.  
 
    Sighing in relief, I waited at the top of the steps, not exactly sure what to do. Part of me wanted to leave, but there was really no place for me to go. Home was out of the question. 
 
     A few seconds later, Sonny returned with a small icepack.  
 
    “Sorry about my mom,” he muttered, with a disgusted look on his face. 
 
    Had she told him? 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He handed me the ice pack. “You know. She’s fucking lit.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I touched the ice pack to my face and winced. “Thanks.” 
 
     “No problem.” He frowned. “She didn’t try anything did she?” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell him. He’d be mortified. So, I lied. “No, why?” 
 
     He placed his hands on the bannister and stared down below. “Last week I actually caught her having sex with the plumber. She didn’t know I was home and I walked into the kitchen....” he shook his head and closed his eyes. 
 
    Imagining the scenario, I felt disgusted for him. “Oh, man.” 
 
    “I pretended not to notice but… some shit you can’t unsee.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet.” 
 
    He turned. “Let’s get some sleep. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    We headed to his room. Once inside, Sonny, opened up his closet and pulled out the inflatable airbed.  
 
    “You know, we should just get a place together. I know you’re sick of your dad and the hell if I want to walk in on my mom getting smashed by the pizza guy.” 
 
    I chuckled. “What about college?” 
 
    “Fuck it. I’ll go to the one here in town.” 
 
    It was just a community college and I knew he’d wanted to try a university. “No, way. You’ve wanted to be a doctor since you were twelve. You need a good Ivy League.” 
 
    “No, I believe I said I wanted to ‘play’ doctor,” he joked. 
 
    “Right. Seriously, though, you can’t throw that dream away.” 
 
    He plugged the mattress into the wall and began filling it with air. “I might not even get accepted,” he said. “I don’t know if I want to even waste my time applying.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You’re always getting A’s. You’ll get in somewhere.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He yawned. “What about you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was thinking of taking auto mechanics somewhere. That way I can keep working for Lenny’s, too. Who knows, maybe I’ll open up my own shop one day.” 
 
    “Here in town?” 
 
    “Fuck no. I’m leaving Diamond Lake, bro. I want to get as far from here as I can.” I was tired of the small town bullshit, where everyone was into everyone’s shit. Of course, my real dream was to be a professional race car driver. There was no way I’d get close to that sticking around here. 
 
    “Where would you go?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe Vegas or California.” 
 
    “But, you’re going to stay and finish high school first, right?” 
 
    “Probably. I guess it depends on how things go.” 
 
    “If you need a place to stay, you’re more than welcome here.” 
 
    There was no way in Hell.  
 
    Not with Mama Peek-a-boob.  
 
    But, I wasn’t about to admit that shit.  
 
    I smiled. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    After we both took showers, I lay on the airbed and thought about all the shit that had went down that day. I had a lot of mixed feelings and hoped that I hadn’t made a huge mistake. Not about leaving my old man’s house, but placing such a ridiculous bet. My gut told me that I’d fucked up. The problem was, I was too excited about where that ride was going to lead. Hell, I already wanted the girl. The money really was icing on the cake. It was a win-win if I beat him to the prize. It looked like Gus really wasn’t the only asshole who enjoyed playing with fire. 
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    The next morning, Grandma Rae wanted to know all about my evening with Kara and the others. I left out the race, but told her about Herschel’s Diner. I also mentioned that I filled out a job application.  
 
    She pulled out a couple of small rollers from the top of her white hair and stuffed them into her housecoat.  “Oh, now that would be a fun place to work.  The only thing is…” she bit her lower lip, “how will you get there?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    She continued. “I can probably drive you home, but if you’re working right after school, we’ll run into problems.” 
 
    “I’ll just ride my bike.” 
 
    She sighed. “Winter will be coming soon. Not to mention, you can’t ride it home at night. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    She handed me a muffin. “I tell you what, if you get the job, we’ll go shopping for a car. I’ll borrow you the money and you can pay me back with monthly installments.” 
 
    I squealed and gave her a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. You should have one anyway. I feel better with you driving around rather than relying on your friends all the time. Your mother mentioned that you were a good behind the wheel.” 
 
    The mention of my mom made my chest tight. “She did, huh? Well, she was the one who taught me.” 
 
    Grandma Rae smiled. “Your mother was very proud of you. You know when she was growing up, they didn’t require so many hours of practice before taking the driver’s test.”  
 
    She started reminiscing about how frightened she’d been when my mom would go driving alone after getting her license.  
 
    “Anyway, I shouldn’t have been worried. I found out later that her brothers had practiced with her when I’d been at work.” 
 
    “Yeah, she mentioned that a few times. They were very helpful. Especially Uncle Joe.” The oldest. 
 
    “Joe. He always had a soft spot for his little sister,” she said, smiling in memory. 
 
    “I looked at the clock. “Oh, crap. I’ve got to get going. Kara is giving me a ride this morning.” 
 
    Grandma smile. “Oh, that’s nice of her. I’m so glad you two became friends.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I quickly finished my muffin, grabbed my backpack, and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “See you tonight.” 
 
    “Have a good day, dear.” 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, I was in the passenger seat of Kara’s vehicle and we were headed to school.  
 
    I pulled down the passenger side mirror and applied some clear lip gloss to my dry lips. “Thanks again for the ride.” 
 
    “No problem. You’re right on the way.” 
 
    We rode in silence which started to feel awkward. I tried making conversation, but she seemed like her mind was miles away. 
 
    “Is there anything wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve just had a bad morning.” 
 
    “Did you want to talk about it?” 
 
    It took her a few seconds to answer. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I’ve been getting hassled. I’m just really pissed off about it.” 
 
    “Who has been hassling you?” 
 
     “Some of Mattie’s friends. They were giving me shit for hanging out with you.” 
 
     Just hearing it made my blood boil. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can’t believe them. They’re all such bitches. Sometimes I feel like we’re in middle school, the way the A-squad acts. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I received some texts and messages on Instagram.” 
 
      “What were they saying?” 
 
    “Just… bullshit. It sounds like Mattie is claiming that you are trying to steal Chase from her. Apparently, she learned we were at Herschel’s last night. And that he was, too.” 
 
    “We were there first,” I said angrily. “Oh my God, I can’t believe that bitch.” 
 
    “I know.  Be careful today. I think they’re going to start shit again. If not Mattie, one of her friends.” 
 
    I looked out the window. “Let ‘em.”  
 
      
 
    When I arrived at my locker, I noticed Mattie at hers, along with the two girls I’d seen at the race. All three looked over at me and started whispering. Ignoring them, I grabbed what I needed from my locker and headed to my first hour class.  
 
    “Sit over here,” Sara called out, when I walked into the room. 
 
    I headed toward the back, sat down in front of her, and studied her face. “You look really tired.” She had shadows under her eyes and was yawning.  
 
    “I’m exhausted.” 
 
     She started telling me about a series on Netflix that she was addicted to. “Of course, I just had to turn it on after I got home last night and ended up watching two episodes. Now I’m paying for it.” 
 
    “What series?”     
 
    She told me. “It’s so good. You should check it out.” Sara stared behind me. “Uh, oh.”   
 
    I whipped my head around and found Mattie standing there, glaring at me.  
 
    “I hear that you’re talking smack about me,” she snapped. 
 
    Me, talking smack about her? 
 
    Right. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She leaned down so that we were face-to-face. “Bitch, first you try going after my guy and now you’re spreading rumors about me? Who the hell do you think you are?” she hissed. 
 
    I was dumbstruck.  “First, I’m not after your guy. Second, I do not gossip.” 
 
    “Bullshit. That’s not what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “And, what exactly was that?” 
 
    “You already know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I haven’t been saying shit about you,” I said incredulously.  
 
    In all honesty, I had been saying that she was a “bitch” but that wasn’t a rumor.  
 
    “You’re such a liar,” she replied. 
 
    “Mattie, she hasn’t said anything about you,” Sara said. 
 
    She looked at her and snorted. “You would stick up for her.” 
 
    “What in the hell is your problem?” I snapped. 
 
    “You are,” she sneered. “Just keep it up and you’ll be sorry.” She smacked the textbook on my desk and it landed loudly on the floor.  
 
    Two guys watching us snickered.  
 
    With a satisfied grin, Mattie turned around and went back to her desk. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I picked up the book and had to persuade myself not to go over and slam it into her face.  
 
    “I can’t believe her,” Sara whispered, glaring toward Mattie’s back. “Actually, scratch that. I can.” 
 
    I was so angry, I was shaking. “She’s crazy. I haven’t been spreading rumors. You know that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The bell rang and everyone settled into their seats. As the teacher began to talk, I glanced over at Mattie and wondered what kind of rumors were being spread about her. It was then that I recalled what Gus had mentioned about seeing her at some beach party last summer. A lot of people had overheard it and I had a feeling the gossip was related to that. 
 
    “What do you think, Ms. Dumas?”  
 
    I jerked my head toward the teacher. What in the hell had she just asked me? “I’m sorry, what was the question?” 
 
    “Why do we need Calculus? Mr. Jacobs apparently didn’t pay attention the first day and thinks it’s a waste of time,” she replied. 
 
    I wasn’t sure as to whom she was referring to, but I felt the same way. “I wasn’t here the first day. I’m not entirely sure myself,” I replied honestly. 
 
    A couple of people chuckled. 
 
    “But, you did read through your chapters last night? The ones I assigned you,” the teacher said. 
 
    I swallowed. I had read through them before going out last night. But, most of it hadn’t stuck. I’d been too overwhelmed with trying to catch up on everything. 
 
    I decided to guess. 
 
    “To study how things change?” 
 
    I heard Mattie snort. 
 
    The teacher glanced coolly at her and then looked back at me again. “Acceptable answer, Ms. Dumas. It provides a way for us to create simple quantitative models of change and then deduce their consequences. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Ms. Robbins, can you tell us what the word ‘derivative’ means in Calculus?” 
 
    Mattie’s shoulders tensed up. “The difference between two things?” 
 
    “No. I’m quite surprised that you don’t remember this. We’ve been discussing it for the past couple of weeks. A derivative is a function of a single variable at a chosen input value…” 
 
    As I listened to the teacher ramble on, I had a sinking feeling that Mattie was even more pissed at me than before. Because I’d been able to answer my question and she’d failed to. 
 
     “I imagine you’ll get it right the next time I ask?” Mrs. Robinson asked. “And you won’t ridicule another classmate because you believe their answer to be incorrect.” 
 
    Mattie didn’t reply. 
 
    The teacher stopped in front of Mattie’s desk. “That was also a question that needed a correct answer. How about you try again.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Mattie said, looking like she wanted to crawl under a rock. 
 
    “Good. Now, everyone take out your textbooks and turn to page ninety-four.” 
 
    I had to say, as much as Sara had warned me about this teacher being a bitch, I was starting to really like her. 
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    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I skipped school on Tuesday. I didn’t want to deal with the questions about the race or my shiner. I wasn’t in the mood.  
 
     Of course, my old man received a call from the Attendance office, saying that I was absent. In return, he called me again and left an urgent message to get back to him. Having cooled down a bit, I decided to do what he wanted before he filed a Missing Person report on me. 
 
    He answered on the first ring. “Chase?” 
 
    “Yeah. Good guess,” I muttered.  
 
    Considering I was the only one with this phone number… 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” He told me about the school calling. “I was worried when I heard the news.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He hadn’t been too worried yesterday when he’d socked me in the face. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At Sonny’s.” Fortunately, his mom had left before us. As we were eating breakfast, he told me I could chill there for as long as I needed. I wanted to get out of there before the cougar returned, however. Especially if she was feeling frisky again. 
 
    “Are you coming home?” 
 
    I stared out the window, toward the lake. The sky was gray and it was starting to rain. It was dismal, just like my thoughts of returning home. “Not sure.” 
 
    He let out a ragged sigh. “Son, I’m sorry that I blew up. It was uncalled for and I promise you, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him. I always wanted to believe him. But, he was a broken record. One that had been over-played too many times. 
 
    I took a deep breath and told him what I really wanted. “I’m thinking about getting a place of my own.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” he replied sternly. 
 
    We argued about it for a while and when he realized that I was serious, and old enough to do it, he asked me not to jump into anything. 
 
    “I know you’re angry with me but you only have one year left of school and then you’ll be off to college. If you get a place of your own, you’ll have to work longer hours to pay the rent and your grades will suffer. You’ll fuck up your entire future by making such an idiotic decision.” 
 
     “I don’t care about college. I’ll get my G.E.D, work at Lenny’s, and go to auto mechanic’s school.” 
 
    “That’s a horrible idea, Son. You can be more than just a simple grease-monkey.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to be anything more,” I argued.   
 
    “Fine, you want to fix cars? Go ahead. Do it as a hobby. Not as a career. You have so much more potential-” 
 
    “It’s my life! My future. College isn’t everything. Not for me, at least.” 
 
    He was quiet for a few seconds. “Look, we can talk about this later. Just, please, finish this last year of school and forget about moving out. It really is a waste of money. Not when you can live for free, here.” 
 
    He was right about the money… but I was leery about staying at home. I knew that everything would be cool for a while and then he’d lose his shit again.  
 
    “I’ll come home.”  
 
    But I wouldn’t be staying. 
 
    “Good. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    I locked up Sonny’s cabin and took the long way home. I wasn’t looking forward to facing him again after last night. No matter how sorry he was. Along the way, a sign caught my eye. It was in the window of a taxidermy and bait shop. 
 
    Furnished Studio Available For Rent.  
 
    I stared at the building, which had been around for as long as I could remember.  I hadn’t even realized that there was a studio above the shop, and I’d purchased minnows there in the past.  
 
    I pulled over and took a picture of the phone number. I had no idea what the rent was, but I liked the fact that it was furnished.  It would make things much easier. 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at home, my old man acted like things were normal between us, but I wasn’t about to fall into that trap again. 
 
    “I have to go into the office and take care of some business. If you’re hungry, order out somewhere. Maybe get some Chinese Food or something.  Use my credit card,” he said. 
 
    “I’m good.” I headed toward the stairs. 
 
    “Chase.” 
 
    I turned around. 
 
    “I, um. I won’t be home until late. If you need anything, call me.” 
 
    “Right.” All I needed was some peace. 
 
    “Hey, are you still pissed at me?” 
 
    I decided to be truthful. “What do you think? Or, maybe you can’t read my expression considering I have a black eye…” 
 
    He stared at my face and sighed. “Did you tell anyone?”   
 
    It figured that he was worried I’d ‘outed’ him.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    “No,” I muttered.  
 
    He looked relieved. “You should put some ice on that.” 
 
    Shaking my head in disgust, I walked upstairs to my room, waited for him to leave, and then called the taxidermy shop. A woman answered. 
 
    “Um, yes, I was calling about the studio for rent. Is it still available?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “How much is the rent?” 
 
    She told me and my heart sank. It was a lot more than what I’d expected. 
 
    “Did you want to have a look at it?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure.”   
 
    As expensive as it was, I knew that if I put a lot more hours in at Lenny’s I could probably pull it off.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll be here until six. The studio is above the shop. It just became available and I have a feeling it will go quickly. So, I wouldn’t wait too long.” 
 
    “I can be there in an hour,” I told her. 
 
    “Sounds good. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Chase.”  
 
    “My name is Rae. See you soon, Chase.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I hung up the phone, made myself something to eat, and headed over to meet her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the shop, Rae, who was dressed in gray coveralls and a black rubber apron, was just finishing up with a customer. She was short and stocky, with wavy white hair and blue tortoiseshell glasses.    
 
    “Aren’t you Jeremy Adam’s boy?” Rae asked, when I introduced myself. 
 
    “Yeah.”    
 
    Her eyes narrowed as they studied my shiner. “What happened to your face?”   
 
    “Fell off my bike,” I replied, forcing a laugh. “Hit this big old rock on a trail I’d never been on before. Lucky I didn’t lose my eye.” 
 
    “No kidding.” She opened up the cash register and pulled out a set of keys. “I’m going to lock up the store and then I’ll show you the studio. Can’t have anyone wandering around the store while I’m away.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “I didn’t go in. My eye was bothering me too much this morning.” 
 
    Rae walked over to the door, locked it, and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSE. She turned around and looked at my eye again. “Your dad aware you’re looking for a new place to live?” 
 
    “I told him.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    She stared at me for a minute and then nodded.  “Okay. Let’s go and see what you think of the place.” 
 
    The studio was larger than I’d expected, with a small kitchen and bathroom. Although the appliances were old, the furniture was decent and there was even a thirty-two inch television.  
 
    “How long can I rent it for?”  I asked, getting excited about the idea of living there. 
 
    “That all depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “Whether you’re a good tenant or not. If you’re going to rent this place, I don’t want you having parties. Also, I don’t want to walk in and find two other guys sharing this space with you. You’d be on the lease and nobody else.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Also, you’re responsible for any damage that might occur. And, if something goes missing, you’ll have to replace it.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you have any pets?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If you decide to get a cat or dog, you’ll need to put down a three hundred dollar deposit.” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll get a pet.” 
 
    She was silent for a few seconds and then went on. “The minimum lease is for six months. You’ll need to put down your first month’s rent along with a deposit of five-hundred dollars. It will be returned to you, once you move out, if the studio is in good shape. Otherwise, you lose the deposit and may have to pay for any damages to the studio.” 
 
    “There won’t be.” 
 
    “Good. Now, do you have any plans for college?” 
 
    “I’m going to take an auto mechanics class somewhere here in Diamond Lake.” 
 
    She nodded in approval. “So, you’re finishing up high school?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Do you have a job?” 
 
    “Yeah, I work for Lenny’s Garage right now. I’m planning on putting in some extra hours to pay for the studio.” 
 
    “What about school work? You don’t want to neglect that.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “So, basically you’re looking for a place to crash that isn’t at your dad’s house?” 
 
    I thought about lying, but decided not to. She’d been pretty straightforward with me and deserve the same. “Yeah. See, we don’t always see eye-to-eye,” I replied.  
 
    She looked at my shiner again. “That’s too bad. I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    I nodded. “It is what it is.” 
 
    “Why not stay at a friend’s?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    Rae looked around the studio. “Well, if you think you can afford the apartment, it’s yours. I’ll need to have you fill out a lease agreement before you can move in though.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Plus, I’ll need to verify your employment.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    She stared at me hard. “Don’t let me regret this later, Chase. I could very easily rent this out to someone older.” 
 
    “I know. You won’t regret it. I promise.” 
 
    I could tell by her expression that she was still unsure. 
 
    “I swear to God, I won’t cause you any problems.” 
 
    Rae relaxed. “Okay. Let me get the paperwork.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She nodded. 
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    Chase wasn’t in second hour, which was a relief. Especially after yesterday. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him or any of the other A-squaders.    
 
    The rest of the day went pretty smoothly, although Mattie sat glaring at me all during the lunch period.  
 
    Sara noticed her watching me, too. “Did you tell them what she did during first hour?” Sara asked, when Kara and Maya sat down at the lunch table. 
 
    I opened up my bottle of water. “No. I was hoping to forget about it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kara asked. 
 
    Before I could say anything, Sara told them the story. Their jaws dropped. 
 
    “What rumor is she talking about?” Kara asked. 
 
    “I have no idea. She wouldn’t say,” I replied. 
 
    “Mattie has a lot of enemies. I’m sure someone else is gossiping about her and she just hates you so much, she thinks it’s you,” Maya said. 
 
    “I just don’t get why she hates me so much. I mean, what makes me so special?” I knew it couldn’t just be about Chase either. She’d had it out for me the moment I stepped into first hour.  
 
    “She’s threatened by you because you’re prettier than she is,” Sara said. “I can remember back when we were friends, she was always jealous of anyone who she thought had something she didn’t.” 
 
    “Thank you but I’m not prettier than she is,” I replied.   
 
    “See, that’s what makes you prettier,” Kara said. “You’re modest and unconscious of it. Mattie, on the other hand, is constantly looking at herself in the mirror.”  
 
    “I know, right? She’s always fussing with her hair and makeup,” Sara said. 
 
     “Did you see her eyelashes? I’m pretty sure those are extensions, too,” Maya said. 
 
    As they continued talking about Mattie, which was exactly what she’d been accusing me of, I almost felt sorry for her.  She obviously put in a lot of effort to feel better about herself. But, she was a bitch and not just to me. I almost felt like all of the money she spent on clothes and makeup needed to be applied toward a therapist. 
 
    “Oh, hey. I heard that there’s a party this Friday at Jason Sharkey’s. His parents are out of town. You guys going?” Maya asked. 
 
    “I heard. I don’t know.” Kara looked at me. “You wanna go?” 
 
    “I wasn’t invited,” I replied. “Plus, I have no idea of who he is.” 
 
    “Jason is on the soccer team,” she answered. “And is actually pretty cool. You don’t need an invite.” 
 
    “Will Mattie be there?” I asked. 
 
    “Chances are she will be. Although, you heard Chase last night. They broke up so he won’t be bringing her.” 
 
    I didn’t like the thought of her being there, but I also couldn’t avoid every party because I was worried she’d be there. I’d never go to any of them. 
 
     “I’ll go, I guess, if someone can give me a ride,” I said. “My grandmother is going to try and help me buy a car, but I doubt we’ll have anything by the weekend.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Kara said. “Until then, I don’t mind driving. You coming, Sara?” 
 
    “I’ll have to see. I might be going away with my parents this weekend,” she replied. 
 
    “Maya, what about you?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Actually, I have plans this Friday,” she replied. “I’m going to see a movie.” 
 
    Kara looked at me. “It could just be the two of us. You still in?” 
 
    “Why do you sound worried?” I replied. 
 
    “It’s just that there will be A-squaders there,” she replied. “I just want to warn you now.” 
 
    An image of Chase popped into my head. “Do I need to be worried?” 
 
    “No. If anyone starts giving you any shit, we’ll leave. But, Jason is a good guy. He’ll shut it down right away.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m in then.” 
 
    “Good. It’ll be fun,” Kara said. 
 
      
 
    After I finished eating my lunch, I headed to the nearest bathroom, but noticed Mattie and her posse go in first. Not in the mood to deal with her, I decided to use a different one. One that was closest to my next class, but on the other side of the school. As I was going down the stairwell, I overheard some guys talking, but didn’t think anything of it. When I saw who was at the bottom, I groaned inwardly. One of them was Bruce. The other was also a friend of Chase’s, although I couldn’t remember his name. 
 
    Noticing me come down, Bruce blocked my path. “Well, if it isn’t Gus’s little girlfriend.”   
 
    “I’m not his girlfriend,” I muttered. 
 
    “You sure about that?” he replied with a smirk. “Because it looked like that to us.” 
 
    “I really don’t care how it looked. We’re just friends.”  I tried moving around him but couldn’t. “This isn’t funny.”   
 
    “What’s the password?” Bruce asked.   
 
    I clenched my teeth. “Fuck off.” 
 
    The other guy laughed.  
 
    “Are you a bitch to everyone, or just Diamond Lake guys?” Bruce said. 
 
    “I bet the password she uses for them is ‘Fuck Me’,” said his friend. 
 
    I growled in the back of my throat. “Move or I’ll…”  
 
    “You’ll what? Tell on me?” Bruce taunted. 
 
    I was so angry now, I was shaking. “Hurt you.”  
 
    The shorter guy burst out laughing. “Whoa, did she just threaten you, Heinz?” 
 
    Bruce grinned. “Sounds like it, Tyler.” 
 
    I was three seconds to kneeing him in the balls, when the bell rang. 
 
    “Oh, shit. I forgot my notebook in my locker,” Tyler said. He took off, leaving me and Bruce alone.     
 
    I tried stepping around him again, but he still wouldn’t get out of my way.  
 
    “What in the hell is your problem?” I asked, hating the way my voice cracked. 
 
    “Problem?” He backed me up against the wall and placed his hands on both sides, barricading me. “You are my problem. See, we don’t tolerate anyone talking shit about our friends. And, if you’re going to root for another school during a tournament or any other event, then you’d better not even show up.” 
 
      “And if you’re going to threaten someone this close, you should at least pop a mint. Your breath fucking stinks,” I replied with fake bravado that sounded surprisingly calm.  
 
    His eye twitched. “I doubt it’s as smelly as your cunt, Bait Girl.” 
 
    It was a struggle to keep my voice steady. “That depends on whether you prefer the smell of your friend’s ass to the female anatomy. I guess we know what you’re into.” 
 
    Bruce’s face turned bright red. He looked so angry, I thought he might actually hit me. Fortunately, a group of students started descending the stairwell. One of them was Sonny. 
 
     Still glaring at me, Bruce backed away. 
 
    “What’s up, Heinz?” Sonny asked, approaching us. 
 
     Not waiting for him to answer, I raced around Bruce and headed to the bathroom. Fortunately, it was empty. 
 
    I quickly entered a stall, locked it, and sagged against the door. Fighting tears, I squeezed my eyes shut and started counting backward like my therapist had suggested when things became too much.  
 
    One-thousand. 
 
    Nine-hundred-ninety-nine 
 
    Nine-hundred-ninety-eight. 
 
    Before I could get to the next number, the bathroom door opened and I heard two girls talking about Chase and Mattie. 
 
    “No, I heard they seriously broke up this time,” said one of the girls in a low tone. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I heard it had something to do with the new girl.” 
 
    I threw open the stall door, startling the two of them.  “I had NOTHING to do with it!”  
 
    Before they could reply, I stormed out of the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    After filling out the paperwork, I handed it back to Rae.  
 
    “So,” I said, looking around the studio with a grin, “when did you say that I could move in?”  
 
    She looked down at the application. “After I verify your place of employment. Then you can write me a check for the deposit and first month’s rent. Like I mentioned before.” 
 
    The thought of having my own place was almost giving me a boner. 
 
    My own fucking crib. 
 
    Plus, I couldn’t wait to get out of my old man’s house. I knew he was going to be pissed, but fuck it. I really didn’t care anymore. If everything went as planned, I’d never have to worry about his temper tantrums again.  “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She looked at my eye again. “Where are you staying now?” 
 
    “With my dad.” 
 
    She stared at me for a few seconds and then a determined look crossed her face. “I’ll call Lenny’s as soon as I can. If you can get me the check by tonight, and he gives me the thumbs up, I’ll let you move in right away.” 
 
    I grinned. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. By the way, my granddaughter just started attending your school. She’s a senior too.” 
 
    “Really? What’s her name?” 
 
    “Mackenzie Dumas.” 
 
    I stared at her in shock. 
 
    The new girl? 
 
     Fuck. 
 
    I forced a smile to my face. “Cool.” 
 
    Fortunately, Rae didn’t seem to notice my surprise. 
 
    “You may have not met her yet. But, I’m sure you’ll see her around the shop,” she said. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    We walked out of the studio and Rae locked the door behind us. She then turned and gave me a warm smile.  “Well, I’ll call you as soon as I can. You may as well get that check ready and start packing.” 
 
    “Sounds great. I’m looking forward to moving in.” 
 
    “Good.” Her face grew serious again. “Stay safe, kiddo.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After leaving the bait shop, I sent a message to my boss Lenny and explained what was happening, while leaving off the shit with my old man. I then sent a message to Gus. I explained my situation and told him that I didn’t want to piss off Mackenzie’s grandmother. He replied a short time later. 
 
      
 
    Gus: You forfeit, you pay. 
 
      
 
    Me: Let’s pick a different girl. 
 
      
 
    Gus: A deal is a deal. 
 
      
 
    I swore. It figured that Gus would be a dickhead about this. Another reason why I hated Lancaster pricks. Him in particular. 
 
      
 
    Gus: Mackenzie already doesn’t like you. What’s the difference?  
 
      
 
    He had a point. 
 
      
 
    Gus: If Rae is going to be pissed at anyone, it’ll be me once I stand her granddaughter up. I’m the one taking the bigger risk. My family and her family are supposed to be close. 
 
      
 
    Me: Did you ask her out yet? 
 
      
 
    Gus: Not yet. Doing it tonight. Meanwhile, stay the fuck away.   
 
      
 
    Me: Understood. 
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    I sat in my American History class trembling, and not just at the blabbermouths in the bathroom. As calm as I’d tried to portray myself to be, Bruce had freaked the hell out of me.   
 
     I hated how vulnerable I’d felt when he’d backed me into that corner.  
 
    I hated the gleam of satisfaction I’d seen in his eyes.  
 
    I hated him knowing that he’d gotten to me.  
 
    More than anything, I hated how he’d known it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Maya, who was also in the class. She sat diagonally from me. “You look upset.” 
 
    I pretended to be busy with my notebook and avoided eye contact with her. “I’m not. I’m fine,” I finally managed to say. I didn’t want to tell her what had happened. Not with so many nosy classmates listening in. 
 
    She lowered her voice. “You sure?” 
 
    I looked at her and forced a smile to my face. “Yeah.” 
 
    Maya still didn’t look convinced but she stopped questioning me. 
 
    Still distracted by thoughts of Bruce, I could barely concentrate on what the teacher was saying. All I could think about was Bruce and what a fucking jerk he was.  
 
      
 
    After the final bell, I learned that Kara had to stay after school, for soccer practice, and couldn’t give me a ride.    
 
      
 
      
 
    “No problem. I feel guilty for you chauffeuring me everywhere anyway,” I said as we stood next to her locker.  
 
    “I really don’t mind,” she said. “In fact, I like the company.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m still giving you gas money.” 
 
    “If you want to, but it’s really no big deal. You’d better get to your bus, they leave pretty quickly. I used to miss it all the time. I’ll text you later. I have to work, though. So it might not be until late.” 
 
    “No problem. I have something to tell you anyway.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    “You’d better. Now you have my curiosity up.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s not that big of a deal.” 
 
    “We’ll see. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    She headed toward the locker rooms and I went outside. Staring at the long line of buses, I decided to walk to my grandmother’s bait shop. It was warm and sunny and her store was only a couple of miles away.   
 
    As I was leaving the school grounds, a white BMW slowed and followed me across the street. When I turned to see who it was, I groaned inwardly. 
 
    Mattie and her bitchy friends. 
 
     I ignored them and started walking faster. 
 
    Mattie, who was in the passenger seat, called out to me. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”  
 
    I stopped and looked at her. “What do you want?” 
 
    She smiled coolly. “I heard that Bruce had his hand down your pants today. At school? Really?” 
 
    “That’s a fucking lie,” I growled. 
 
    “He said it took forever to wash the stink from his fingers afterward.” She pointed toward my jeans. “You might want to get tested.” 
 
    “Or better yet, quit being such a slut and fucking everyone in sight!” hollered the girl driving. 
 
    Mattie giggled. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I told them to “fuck off” and started walking again. 
 
    Mattie said something else, which I couldn’t hear, and then laughter erupted in the car. I ignored them and picked up my pace. Fortunately, they were done harassing me and drove away. 
 
    Frustrated, and on the verge of tears, I blinked them back and kept my head down as I walked to the bait store. When I finally arrive, my grandmother was alone in the store and cleaning the fish tanks. When she saw it was me, she grinned. 
 
    “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? What are you doing here?” 
 
    It took everything I had not to break down in tears and tell her about the shitty day I had. But, I knew she’d just tell me that I was better than them and to keep my head up. She meant well, but she just didn’t understand what it was like. Not to mention, I didn’t want her worrying about me.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “I thought maybe you could use some help.” 
 
    “Actually, yeah. I could.” She gave me a short list of things to do and then asked if I was hungry. 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “I stopped at Arby’s earlier. There’s a Beef and Cheddar sandwich in the refrigerator with your name on it. Help yourself.” 
 
    The mention of food made my stomach growl. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. Eat first and then you can help me.” 
 
    “Sounds good.”   
 
    I walked back into the breakroom and my cell phone began to ring. I pulled it out and noticed a number I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Mackenzie. It’s Gus.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  
 
    How had he gotten my number?  
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me calling.” 
 
    “No, of course not. What’s up?” 
 
    “I was just wondering if you were free Saturday evening.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Why?”  
 
    “Because we’re having a charity dance and I was wondering if you’d go with me.” 
 
    Shocked, I wasn’t exactly sure what to say. I’d never thought of him as someone I’d date. Just a friend. Not that he wasn’t good looking. He was. It just felt a little weird.  
 
    He chuckled. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Are you sure you want me to be your date?”  
 
    “Definitely. I mean, we could just go as friends, if that makes you more comfortable. I just thought it would be nice to see you again and catch up on things.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be honest… after seeing you yesterday, I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly how to respond. “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. I forgot how gorgeous you were. Then I saw you last night and was like…oh, man.” 
 
    Flattered, I couldn’t help but blush. “Stop.” 
 
    “Come on, I’m sure you hear that all the time.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Every hour of every day,” I joked.  
 
    He laughed. “Anyway, I don’t want you to feel pressured to go out with me or anything.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I said, still blushing “I just… is it formal? I don’t have anything to wear.”” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s formal. If you don’t have a dress, I could take you shopping.” 
 
    I laughed. “No, that’s okay.”  
 
    “No, seriously. I’ll even pay for it, since I’m putting you on the spot like this. I know this is short notice and everything. I would just really like to have you as my date.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet. I think I can handle buying my own dress though.” 
 
    “So, does that mean you’ll go with me?” he asked, a smile in his voice. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
    He let out a big “Whoop!”  
 
    I grinned again. 
 
    “The dance starts at eight. I’ll pick you up earlier and we’ll grab a bite to eat first. If that’s okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “If something comes up, just let me know. Otherwise, I look forward to seeing you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I look forward to seeing you as well.” 
 
    After we hung up, the butterflies in my stomach were going crazy. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    Startled, I turned to see my grandmother standing in the breakroom doorway. “Oh, I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    She grinned. “Obviously not. Who was on the phone?” 
 
    I told her about Gus and how he’d asked me out. Instead of being happy about it, like I’d expected, she looked troubled. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve heard that he’s turned into quite the hell-raiser, Mackenzie. I’d actually think twice about going with him.” 
 
    My grandmother was old fashioned. She’d think he was a hell-raiser if she heard that he had one can of beer. “I already told him that I’d go. Plus, it’s for a fundraiser. I’m sure he’ll behave himself.” 
 
    She let out a weary sigh. “I hope so.” 
 
    “So, what have you heard that he’s done?” 
 
    “Drinking and drugs. Of course, that was in eleventh grade. Hopefully, he’s grown up and stopped doing that stuff.” 
 
    “You never told me about that.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I didn’t know he’d ask you out. If you’re going to go with him to the dance, just be careful, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” I opened up the refrigerator and pulled out the sandwich. “By the way, I’m going to need a dress. Can I take your car to go and shop for one?” 
 
    “Yes, no problem. Do you need some money?” 
 
    “Yes. Hopefully, I’ll hear from the diner soon. So, you don’t have to keep paying for everything.” 
 
    “You’re my granddaughter. I don’t mind one bit,” she said, softly. “Let me go and get my car keys.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She returned a couple of minutes later, as I was eating the sandwich. “Oh, by the way… we have a renter for the studio above.” 
 
    “Really? That was fast. Guy or gal?” 
 
    “A guy, actually. You might even know him.” 
 
    “Me?” That made me curious. I barely knew anyone in town. 
 
    “He goes to your school.” She told me the name. 
 
    “You’re kidding?” I replied, shocked. 
 
    “No. Don’t say anything to anyone but I think his father has been physically abusive.” 
 
    I’d almost forgotten about his black eye. “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    “He hinted.” 
 
    As much as I disliked Chase, I felt a little sorry him. Nobody deserved to be someone’s punching bag. Especially his father’s.  
 
    “When is he moving in?” 
 
    “Soon. I just left him a message. His background check cleared. He just needs to bring me a check and I’ll give him the keys.” 
 
    I still couldn’t believe that Chase Adams was moving into my grandmother’s bait shop. I was dying to tell Kara, Sara, and Maya.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Grandma Rae’s face became serious again. “I don’t want you saying anything to anyone about him moving in here. That’s his job. He can tell his friends when he’s ready. I’m sure leaving his home isn’t easy, no matter how hard his father is on him. And you know how bad the gossip is in this town.” 
 
    Yeah, I definitely was beginning to find out. 
 
    I promised to keep it between us. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re leaving,” Grandma said.  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “You’ll probably need shoes too, right?” 
 
    I thought back to what I’d brought with me from New York. Some black flats and one pair of white heels that had given me blisters. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll grab some money out of the till. Just make sure you’re back here before I close the shop.” 
 
    “I will.” 
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    I was already packed and ready to go before I received Rae’s message about my approved application. Because I wasn’t bringing much with me, I was able to get most of the important stuff into my car. As I was shutting the trunk, I heard a car pull up behind me in the driveway. Thinking it was my old man, I mentally prepared for a lecture. When I turned around, however, I found Mattie getting out of Jennifer Bailey’s BMW. Before I could say anything, Jennifer backed out of the driveway, leaving me alone with Mattie. She rushed over and gave me hug. I was engulfed by her familiar perfume and, for the first time, it seemed almost overwhelming. 
 
    “Where were you today? I missed you!”  
 
    I pushed her away gently. “I had some things to take care of. Why did Jennifer drop you off?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to see you.” She gave me a pouty look. “Don’t you want to see me?” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. “Mattie, you can’t just drop by whenever you want. I told you yesterday that I had a lot of stuff going on today.” 
 
    “You weren’t at school. I thought that maybe your plans had changed.” 
 
    “Only slightly. I’m still really busy.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re always busy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s just the way it is. Anyway, I thought we agreed on putting some space between us.” I was getting tired of having the same conversation over and over.   
 
    “Does that mean we can’t be friends?” she asked, getting angry. “I mean, you’re acting like you don’t even want to see me anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not it. I just have a lot of shit going on right now.”  
 
    “You’re not the only one. I’ve had a bad day too.” She burst into tears. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I pulled her to me and patted her gently on the back. “Please, don’t cry.” 
 
    Mattie continued sobbing and when the tears finally subsided, I asked her what had happened.  
 
     “It’s that new girl. She’s spreading rumors about me and threatening to hurt me.” She sniffled and reached into her purse for some tissue. “I mean, how immature is that?” 
 
    “You’re, like, twice her size,” I replied, a little shocked that she was so upset about Mackenzie threatening her physically. “What are you worried about?” 
 
    Mattie’s eyes narrowed. “Are you calling me fat?” 
 
    I groaned. “No. Of course not. You’re much taller than she is. That’s all I’m saying.” I changed the subject. “So, what kind of rumors is she spreading?”  
 
    She dabbed at her eyes with the tissue. “She’s telling everyone that I slept with that guy from Lancaster, Gus.” 
 
    “You sure she’s the one spreading the rumors?”  
 
    “Yes. People overheard her talking about it. She’s also been saying that I’ve slept with the entire football team.  It’s going around school and everyone is looking at me like it’s true. Like I’m this big slut.” 
 
    “Just ignore it.” 
 
    “I can’t. You don’t know what it’s like to have everyone staring at you. Whispering things.  Judging you.” 
 
    “It’s part of being popular. Anyway, just ignore it.” 
 
    “This is different, though. People actually believe her.” 
 
    “Fuck Mackenzie. If they believe her then fuck them too.” 
 
    She rested her cheek against my chest.  “You know, I wasn’t going to tell you but I heard she’s been talking about you, too.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? What is she saying?” 
 
    “She’s been talking trash about your car and saying you have a small dick.” She reached down to my crotch and her fingers fluttered over my zipper. “Of course,” she giggled, “I know better.” 
 
    I batted her hand away. “Mattie, don’t.” 
 
    She sighed in irritation and looked up at me. “You’re no fun anymore.” 
 
    My phone buzzed. I released her and checked my messages. It was Gus telling me that he’d asked Mackenzie out and she’d accepted.  
 
    I grunted. 
 
    Mattie moved closer, trying to see my screen. “Who’s that?”   
 
    I put my phone away. “Nobody.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest. “So, are you just going to let this girl talk trash about us?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I had enough my own problems to worry about. The kind that way beyond high school drama. 
 
    “Everyone at school looks up to you. They respect you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “Of course they do. You need to put her in her place while everyone is watching.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Put her in her place?” 
 
    “Yes, Chase. Someone needs to make her understand that she can’t come into our school and act the way she does.” 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve tried. Believe me.” 
 
    I thought it was odd how Mattie wanted me to take care of this. She usually prided herself on being a royal bitch when needed. I stared at her curiously, wondering what was different this time.   
 
    “What?”  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Nothing. Look, I’ve got some shit to take care of. We’ll talk about this tomorrow at school. Can I drop you off somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah. You can drive me home.” 
 
    I pulled out my car keys. “Let’s get going.” 
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    I drove Grandma Rae’s Beetle to the mall and spent the next couple of hours searching for a formal dress. As flattered as I was to be asked to a dance, I was starting to have second thoughts about going out with Gus. There really wasn’t a spark there and I didn’t want to lead him on. 
 
    And what if he tried kissing me? 
 
    As I zipped up a sexy, black formal gown in the dressing room, I began to wonder if I’d made a huge mistake.  Unfortunately, it was too late to cancel our date. I would just have to be frank with him about us staying friends.  
 
    My phone suddenly began to vibrate. I looked at the screen and saw that it was Kara. I’d mentioned to her that I was going to be shopping at the mall and knew the yogurt shop, where she worked, was somewhere in the building. 
 
    Kara: Are you still at the mall? 
 
    Me: Yeah. I’m trying on dresses. 
 
    Kara: Stop by when you’re done.  
 
    Me: Okay. Where are you? 
 
    Kara: Yogurt Bliss. In the food court. 
 
    Me: OK. SYS.  
 
      
 
    After trying on a few more dresses, I went with a short dark blue, off-the-shoulder one with a lace bodice and chiffon skirt. I also purchased a pair of matching blue pumps that were on sale. Afterward, I headed to the yogurt shop. Fortunately, it wasn’t busy and Kara had time to talk. 
 
    “So, what did you buy?” she asked, noticing my bags. 
 
    I told her about Gus’s dance. 
 
    “Oh, God. Let’s hope the A-squaders don’t find out. You think they’re bad now…” 
 
    “Fuck them,” I said in a low voice. I was so over their bullying. “Actually, I hope they do find out, so I can tell them where to go.” I then told her about my encounter with Bruce and Tyler.  
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding?” 
 
    “No. He actually had me against the wall. He’s lucky the bell rang or he’d be singing soprano for the rest of his life.”    
 
    She chuckled. “I guess it doesn’t surprise me. Bruce is such a hothead. I heard that’s why he can’t keep a girlfriend. I’d watch out for him, though. He’s the type of person I could see showing up at school with an AK 47 and going ballistic. There’s just something really off about him.” 
 
    The thought made me shudder. I hoped she was exaggerating.  
 
    “What about Mattie? Did she give you any more trouble today?” 
 
    “A little. Nothing I can’t handle,” I replied as customers starting getting into line. “I’d better let you get back to work.” 
 
    “Do you want any yogurt?” She lowered her voice. “It’s on me.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sure. I’ll take some birthday cake. Just a small one.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was getting into my grandmother’s bug when my cell phone rang again. This time it was a woman from Herschel’s Diner, asking if I wanted to come in for an interview. Excited, I thanked her and we scheduled one for the following afternoon. As shitty as the day had started, things were starting to look up. 
 
      
 
    I drove back to the bait store, showed my grandmother my purchases, and was telling her about my interview, when Chase Adams walked into the shop. Although his eye looked worse than yesterday, I had to admit… he was still an incredibly good-looking guy, even banged up.  
 
    He was also an irritating, arrogant jerk, I reminded myself. 
 
    “Are you all settled in now?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, thank you.” He looked at me and nodded. “Hey, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Chase turned his attention back to my grandmother. “I was just on my way out to grab some food and was wondering if you needed anything.” 
 
    His offer surprised me. 
 
    Grandma smiled warmly. “Oh, how thoughtful of you. Actually, we’re going to be closing the shop soon. So, I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Oh, before I forget – the store is armed with an alarm system. So, if someone tries breaking in, it will certainly go off. If that happens, whatever you do, don’t get involved. The police will be notified right away and they’ll take care of any intruders,” she told him. 
 
    “Sounds good. Have you had many break-in attempts?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Not for a long time.” She reached under the counter and pulled out a rifle. “I think people know that I’m not one to mess with.” 
 
    Chase nodded in approval. “Wow, have you fired it before?” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re darn tootin’ I have.” 
 
    His eyes widened in shock. “Have you shot anyone?” 
 
    “Oh, I shot toward someone, just trying to scare him. About twenty years ago I had this idiot try and rob me while I was opening up the shop. I can still picture that moment like it was yesterday,” she stared off into the distance, “he wore a black mask, a plaid shirt that was cutoff at the sleeves, and dirty jeans. The damn fool threatened me with a butcher knife.” She patted her gun. “I pulled this baby out and the guy thought I was bluffing. He didn’t think I had the nerve to fire the thing.” She grinned and winked. “I sure set him straight.” 
 
    I’d heard the story plenty of times and was still proud every time she told it.    
 
    “Did they ever catch the guy?” he asked. 
 
    “No. We think he was just passing through town. He rode off on a motorcycle and I’ve never seen him since.” 
 
    “I bet you scared the crap out of him,” Chase said. 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    Chase noticed me putting my new back into the shopping bag. “Going to a dance?” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. I didn’t want him knowing anything about it.  
 
    “She is. She’s going to the Lancaster Charity dance this Saturday,” Grams answered for me. 
 
    Great. Just Great. 
 
    “What about you, Chase? Don’t you guys have a dance the following weekend?” Grandma said. “Sadie Hawkins?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I imagine you’re going with Mattie?” 
 
    He slipped his hands into his jean pockets. “Actually, no. I’m not.”  
 
     “Really? She hasn’t asked you?” Grandma replied. “I can’t imagine her missing a dance.” 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. I had no idea she knew Mattie. 
 
    “Not anymore. We’re just friends,” he murmured. 
 
    “Oh, well. You’re young. It’s good to play the field. Especially at this age,” she replied. 
 
    “Yeah. Well, I should get going. Have fun with Gus on Saturday,” Chase said to me. 
 
    “How did you know he was her date?” Grandma asked, looking surprised. “Are you two friends?” 
 
    “God, no.” His face turned red. “I mean, no ma’am. I just saw them together yesterday and assumed he’d asked her.” 
 
    Grandma looked at me. “You were with Gus last night? I thought you were just hanging out with your new friends from school.” 
 
    “We ran into each other,” I said, silently cursing Chase. “At Herschel’s.” 
 
    She relaxed. “Oh, okay.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m off. Thanks again, Rae. I really appreciate you renting the studio to me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Let me know if you have any problems.” 
 
    “Will do.” He looked at me. “See you at school.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Chase walked out of the shop. 
 
    “He seems like a nice kid,” Grandma Rae said. “Have you talked to him much?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I hope I’m not making a mistake. I keep waiting for his father to call and cuss me out for renting to him.” 
 
    “You think he’d do that?” 
 
    “Who knows? I’d never suspected him of punching his kid either.” 
 
    “What if he’s lying to you about his dad?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I saw the look in his eyes when he told me. It’s the truth. The poor kid.” 
 
    It was hard for me to think of Chase as being a poor anything. He was tall and muscular enough to defend himself. Either his dad was bigger or he just didn’t want to fight back. 
 
    “Let’s close up,” Grams said. “I’m getting hungry. How about you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
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    I walked out of the shop feeling like an asshole, especially after seeing that Mackenzie had purchased a new dress for the dance.  I felt guilty and wasn’t even the one who was going to stand her up. The worst thing was, I wasn’t even allowed to bad-mouth Gus. Of course, he wasn’t supposed to talk shit about me either. Whether he’d cheat or not, I really didn’t know. All of his talk about integrity seemed like bullshit, especially for someone playing a game like this. And yet, who was I to point fingers? I’d agreed to the contest and knew Mackenzie was going to get hurt at one point.  
 
    I rested my forehead against the steering wheel. “What the fuck am I doing?” I muttered out loud. 
 
    I should just end it. 
 
    Take the thousand dollar loss. Chalk it up as an expensive lesson learned.  
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I pulled my phone out and send Gus a message. 
 
      
 
    Me: I can’t go through with this. I’m forfeiting. 
 
    Gus: You’re that worried you won’t win her over? 
 
    Me: That’s not it. 
 
    Gus: Right. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell him that I saw her today, with the dress, but was supposed to stay away from her. 
 
      
 
    Gus: Man up Adams. Don’t be a puss. 
 
    Me: Fuck you. It’s not about that. It’s about using a girl for a damn contest. A nice girl. 
 
    Gus: You barely know her. How do you know she’s nice?   
 
    Me: Gut instincts. 
 
    Gus: I’ll give you until Friday night to make up your mind. Ten p.m. Either we do this, or you pay me cash. Deal? 
 
    I sighed and replied back. 
 
    Me: Deal.  
 
      
 
    After stopping at Taco Bell, and ordering a couple of burritos, I called Sonny. 
 
    “So, guess where I’m heading?”  I said with a smile.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “My new digs.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Say what?” 
 
    I told him about the studio. 
 
    “No fucking way. You really did it?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yep. I’m all moved in.” 
 
    He groaned. “Dude… I’m so fucking jealous. Where’s it at?” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “Time to celebrate. I’ll try and get my hands on some brewskies and head on over.” 
 
    “I have to work tonight. I’m just going home to eat and change.” Fortunately, Lenny’s wasn’t too far from the studio. 
 
    “What time are you off at?  I wanna see your place.” 
 
    “I’m working later than usual. I won’t be home until after eleven sometime. How about tomorrow? You, Bruce, and Tyler can stop by. We’ll get a pizza. It’ll have to be after seven though.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I told him that the studio was above a bait shop. “Guess who’s grandma owns it?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The new girl. Mackenzie.” 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I heard she’s been talking shit around school about Mattie. She’s super pissed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the same thing. Mattie isn’t all that innocent either, though. She’s usually the one starting things.” 
 
    “You’re not defending Mackenzie, are you?” 
 
    “Fuck no. I’m just saying that if the new girl is really talking trash, it could be in retaliation. I’d stay out of it if I were you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. Hey, you still going to Jason’s party this Friday night?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sweet. Can I crash at your place afterward?” 
 
    “Sure. We have to keep it cool though. I promised Rae there wouldn’t be any crazy business.” Which happened quite a bit when my friends and I were partying. 
 
    “Who’s Rae?” 
 
    “Mackenzie’s Grandma.” 
 
    “Jesus, Dude, when did you start being a Boy Scout?” 
 
    “Fuck off. I just don’t want to be kicked out of my new place.” 
 
    “I suppose. Does your old man know?” 
 
    “Not yet… but he will soon enough.” 
 
    I knew he was working late but would come home eventually and find the letter I’d left him. I told him about finding a place but didn’t leave an address. It was a small town and he’d find out soon enough.  
 
    “He’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Let him be.”  
 
    There was nothing he could do. For the first time, in a long while, I wasn’t anxious about going home. In fact, I’d never felt so relaxed. 
 
    I went on. “Anyway, I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I’m almost home.” 
 
    “Home... You lucky son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
    I smiled. “You don’t have it so bad at yours.” 
 
    He grunted. “Right. You saw what I’m living with right now. I love my mom but she’s turning into a real drunk.” 
 
    “Maybe you should say something to her.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Tell her you’re concerned that her drinking is getting out of hand.” 
 
    He snorted. “She’d tell me to mind my own business.” 
 
    “You never know. At least she’d know that you were worried about her.” 
 
    “I suppose. We’ll see.  I’ll figure something out, eventually.” 
 
    “I know you will, Bro. Just hang in there.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say, homeowner.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m not a homeowner. I’m a renter. But, it’s close enough.” 
 
    “Quit rubbing it in. You sure there’s not room for me?” 
 
    “No and I’m not allowed to let anyone live here with me.” 
 
    “We could keep it on the down-low.” 
 
    “I can’t take any chances.” 
 
    He snorted. “Just like I said. Boy Scout.” 
 
    I laughed.  
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    Wednesday started out fairly well, especially after learning that Mattie was out sick. It certainly made first hour more bearable. 
 
    Second hour, I walked into the classroom and noticed that Chase was back. Feeling a little more relaxed, after yesterday, I headed over and sat down next to him. We exchanged quick “hellos”. 
 
     “How is your eye? Doing better?” I asked, needing to break the awkward silence as we waited for the teacher to arrive.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and began scrolling through it. 
 
    More awkward silence. 
 
    I looked around the room and noticed almost everyone else chatting with their lab partners. I decided to try again. 
 
    “So, how do you like the studio?”  
 
    He smiled. “It’s great.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Crickets… 
 
    Since he wasn’t contributing to the conversation, I went silent.  No matter how nice he’d seemed around my grandmother, apparently Chase didn’t have the time of day for me.  
 
    The hour went pretty quickly, fortunately, and when the bell rang, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Just as I was leaving the classroom, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around and saw Chase holding up the pen I’d been using during class. 
 
    “You forgot this.” 
 
    Our fingers brushed as I took it from him.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yep.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    I watched him move down the hallway with that now familiar swagger.  My eyes traveled from his broad shoulders down to his low-riding jeans.  
 
    Maybe Chase wasn’t as bad as I thought he was.  
 
    He could have just as easily left the pen. It was almost like offering me an olive branch. 
 
     I snorted.  
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    I was definitely way over-thinking this, for obvious reasons - he was hot and I was still panting after him. Even after his rude behavior the other day.  
 
    Turning around, I headed toward my locker. Whatever I felt toward Chase was a waste of time. We hung out in totally different crowds, not to mention that his was filled with the biggest assholes of the school. I decided that the best thing I could do for my sanity was to stay as far away from him, and his crowd, as much as possible.  
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, Kara gave me a ride home from school and we talked about my date with Gus. 
 
    “Did you tell anyone else about it?” 
 
    “No. Honestly, I doubt we’ll go out after the dance anyway. I’m really not into Gus.” 
 
    “Really? I think he’s kind of hot,” Kara admitted. 
 
    “I guess I just don’t think of him that way.”  
 
    “Really? Do you think anyone in our school is hot?” 
 
    Chase’s face filled my head. “I guess I haven’t really thought about it.” 
 
    Kara started talking about some guy in her Graphic Arts class. “I think he has a girlfriend but I don’t know. He’s so cute.”  
 
    “Is he an A-squader?” 
 
    “No. Simon is too smart to fit into their clan. I mean, you might even think he’s geeky if you saw him, but I think he’s adorable.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be at that party this weekend?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You should ask him.” 
 
    She smiled. “I might.” 
 
    We stopped at Starbucks for frappes and then she brought me home.  
 
    “Send me a text after your interview.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks for the ride,” I replied, grabbing my backpack and coffee. 
 
    “No problem. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    After doing my homework, I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich and then took a shower.  Afterward, I pulled out a pair of black slacks and a dressy blue blouse that my grandmother had given me last Christmas. I dried my hair, did my makeup, and then practiced answering possible questions they might throw at me in interview. Although I was nervous, I was also excited about getting a job and really wanted the one at Herschel’s. It seemed like a fun place to work and I really needed the money. 
 
    My interview was at seven and I was on pins and needles by the time my grandmother arrived home.  
 
    “You look very nice,” she said, nodding in approval. “And I love that shirt. Someone with very good taste must have picked it out for you.” 
 
    I laughed. “I know, right?” 
 
    She pulled her car keys out of her purse and handed them to me. “Good luck, dear.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Just remember to breathe and be yourself. If you do that, you’ll get the job for sure.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Grandma.” 
 
    “Drive safely,” she said as I headed to the door.  
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, I found myself seated across from one of the managers at Herschel’s, a heavy-set woman with brown hair and pencil-thin eyebrows named Margie. It was so busy and hectic in the diner, I could see why they needed help.  
 
    “It’s crazy here until about eight thirty,” she said when I commented on it. “In the summer, it’s busy here until after nine, with all of the tourists.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “So,” she looked at my application. “Tell me about your previous job experience.” 
 
    I explained how I’d been working at my grandmother’s bait store. “I mostly cashier but have helped out with some of the bookkeeping.’ 
 
    “Oh, you’re Rae’s granddaughter,” she said, smiling. “I don’t know why I didn’t figure that out from the address on your application.” 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Oh, yes of course. Everyone knows her. My mother went to high school with her.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” 
 
    “Not only that, but she’s done so much for the community. She’s always volunteering for events and has made a lot of donations to local charities. Does she still do taxidermy too?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We talked about her for a while and then, after a few more questions about my job experience, Margie hired me on the spot. 
 
    “I’ll get you a uniform from the back. Do you have roller-skates or roller-blades?” she asked, sliding out of the booth. 
 
    “No, but I can get some.” 
 
    “Can you skate?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s been awhile but I used to when I was in elementary school. All the time.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, they sell them over at the sporting goods store up the road. Sports Mania. We’ll reimburse you, so keep the receipt.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
     “Also, we’ll need you to sign a waiver, since you’ll be serving food on roller-skates.” She lowered her voice again. “The owners don’t want to be sued, you know.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “When can you start?” 
 
    “As soon as I can get some roller-skates, I guess.” 
 
    “How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “That sounds good.” 
 
    “Are there any days you won’t be available in the following week. I’ll add you to the schedule.” 
 
    “I can’t work this Saturday. I have a dance to go to.” 
 
    She grinned. “Oh, how fun. No problem. You’ll work tomorrow and then…” she tapped her pen against her thigh, “how about Sunday afternoon?” 
 
    “I’m available.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll pencil you in and then be right back with your uniform.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Margie left the table and I pulled out my phone and texted Kara. 
 
      
 
    Me: I got the job! 
 
    Kara: Congrats! I knew you would. When do you start? 
 
    Me: Tomorrow. 
 
    Kara: You don’t work Friday do you? 
 
    Me: No. 
 
    I’d forgotten all about the party. 
 
    Kara: Cool.   
 
      
 
    Margie returned to the table, a few minutes later, with some paperwork for me and a fifties-style uniform.  
 
    “You can fill that out and bring it in when you start, tomorrow,” she said, handing me the forms. 
 
    “Okay. Thank you for hiring me.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re welcome. Oh, don’t forget to bring in your social security card and state ID.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “So, we’ll see you at four?” 
 
    Crap.  
 
    Four p.m.? 
 
     I didn’t know how I’d get there. My grandmother’s shop closed at six. There was always Uber. 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, for sure.” 
 
    “Great. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    After leaving the diner, I called my grandmother. 
 
    “I got the job,” I told her. 
 
    “Congratulations! I knew you would.” 
 
    I told her about Margie. 
 
    “Yes, I know her very well. She’s a sweet gal. So, when do you start?” 
 
    I told her.  
 
    “I’ll find you a ride tomorrow. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “Okay. Oh, I can’t bring the car to you yet. I have to go and buy some roller-skates. They’re going to reimburse me for payment.” 
 
    “That’s nice.”   
 
    “I’m going to check out Sports Mania. I’ll be home afterward.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Drive safely.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fortunately, I was able to find a pair of skates that fit fairly comfortably. As I headed toward the checkout counter, I noticed a familiar face over by the fitness gear.  
 
    Chase. 
 
    He was looking at some metal hand weights and talking with a store employee. When I noticed who the employee was, I groaned inwardly. 
 
    Bruce. 
 
    Not wanting either of them to see me, I kept my head low and hurried to one of the checkout lanes. As I was waiting to pay for my skates, I saw Bruce and Chase walking to another register with a full cart.  Bruce turned and saw me. Our eyes met and he smirked. 
 
    “Well, well. If it isn’t the new girl?” he said.  
 
    Chase looked over at me. 
 
    Ignoring them, I turned away. 
 
    I heard Bruce laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Chase asked. 
 
    He murmured something and then both of them laughed.  
 
    Gritting my teeth I waited anxiously for the cashier to ring up my skates. When she was finished I hurried out of the store. 
 
    “Mackenzie, hold up.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to see Chase heading in my direction with a cart full of weights. 
 
    “What?” I muttered, still angry that the two had been laughing at me. 
 
    He stopped the cart and frowned. “I was just going to ask if we were supposed to have that assignment turned in tomorrow or Thursday.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I replied stiffly. 
 
    He swore. 
 
    “Guess you’ll have to find another night to get SWOL.” I turned and continued toward the Volkswagen.  
 
    Chase caught up to me as I was about to get into the car. “What’s your problem?” 
 
    I turned around and glared at him. “My problem? Are you serious right now?” 
 
    He looked genuinely surprised. “What in the hell did I do to you?” 
 
    “It’s not what you’ve done. It’s how you’ve acted.” 
 
    “Okay, I admit that I was short with you the other night. That was my bad. But, you’re being a little dramatic about everything.” 
 
    I laughed harshly. “Dramatic?  God. You know you and your friends are really something else. Especially Bruce. And, of course, there’s bat-shit-crazy Mattzilla who has made it a point to make my life hell at Diamond Lake.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not responsible for whatever it is they’ve done to you. But, you shouldn’t be pointing fingers. I heard that you’ve been gossiping and spreading rumors about her. About me.” 
 
    “Oh, now I’m spreading rumors about you now too, huh? I haven’t heard that one yet,” I said angrily. “Funny thing is I don’t even know what I’ve supposedly said about her.”  
 
    He frowned. “So, you’re denying it?” 
 
    I snorted. “Of course I’m denying it. I mean, who has time for that bullshit? Not me.” 
 
    Chase’s frowned deepened. 
 
    “I literally just want to be left alone. You and your crazy, entitled, holier-than-though, good-for-nothing friends don’t seem to get that.” I raised my index finger. “And you tell Bruce that if he ever threatens with me again, he’s going to wish he’d never met me.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “He threatened you? What did he say?” 
 
    “Ask him. I’m sure he’ll love bragging about it.” I got into the car and slammed the door.  
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    I watched as Mackenzie left Chase in the parking lot, standing there with his mouth wide open.  
 
    What in the fuck was that all about? 
 
    He watched her car drive away and then went to his Mustang, unloaded his cart, and walked back into the store. Now I knew why he’d been avoiding me. Ignoring my texts. Not returning my calls. There really was something going on between him and the new girl. 
 
    I was such a fool. 
 
    I thought his strange behavior had been because of the problems at home.  I’d called Sonny earlier and had learned that Chase had moved out of his dad’s. Excited about his new place, I decided to surprise him with a bottle of champagne and borrowed my sister’s car to run it over to him. As I drove toward the address Sonny had given me, I noticed Chase’s Mustang heading in the opposite direction and followed him to Sports Mania. Not wanting to look like a stalker, I’d stayed in the car and waited. Twenty minutes later, I saw him follow Mackenzie out of the store and watched them have a heated discussion in the parking lot.  
 
    Now I was livid. 
 
    What in the hell did he see in her? 
 
    I had to do something. He was my man. I wasn’t about to let him go that easily. I didn’t know what it was they were fighting about, but I intended to make sure that they never made up.  
 
    As thoughts of revenge raced through my brain, a noise caught my attention. I looked over by the other end of Sport’s Mania’s parking lot and noticed Audra’s younger brother, Jack, skateboarding with one of his friends. I knew he had a crush on me. I also knew that he would do anything for a carton of cigarettes. It was time to see just how far Jack was willing to go for both.  
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    I didn’t know why Mackenzie was so pissed off and was curious as to what happened between her and Bruce. After going back into the store, I found him restocking some of the weights I’d purchased.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked with a smile. “Need more?”  
 
    “No. I was just wondering what you did to get Mackenzie so riled up?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “You spoke to her?” 
 
    “I tried to. She bawled me out and then said you threatened her.” 
 
    Bruce snorted. “I just told her to quit spreading rumors.” 
 
    I had a feeling there was more. Bruce could be a real asshole when he wanted to. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Well, I also told her that if she was going to be at our school, she needed to support us and not fucking Lancaster.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    He looked angry. “Look, I didn’t actually threaten her. She’s a lying cunt if she’s told you otherwise.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    He moved closer to me and lowered his voice. “Hey, I know. She’s hot. I get that. But, she’s trouble and trying to make waves. If I were you, I’d stay the fuck away from her.” 
 
    “I’m renting the studio from her grandmother. I can’t afford to be kicked out,” I replied. “Just… do me a favor and don’t give her anymore shit, okay?” 
 
    There was a long pause and then Bruce shrugged. “Fine. Whatever. I was just trying to have your back,” he muttered. 
 
    “Bro, I appreciate it. I really do. It’s just that things are fucked up at home for me and I don’t want to have to go back.” 
 
    “I get it. I’ll stay away from her.” He then added. “As long as she doesn’t start any trouble with me.” 
 
    Bruce could be a hothead and a loose cannon. I knew it was all I could really ask for from him. 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    I left the store and drove home. On the way, I noticed a few people staring at my car and chuckling. It was a little weird, but I brushed it off. 
 
    After arriving home, I got out of my Mustang, and was carrying some of the barbells out of my trunk when something caught my eye - the words “Mattie’s Bitch” had been keyed onto the passenger door.  
 
    Enraged, I growled angrily and dropped the weights I’d been holding. 
 
    Someone was going to fucking pay. 
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    Kara gave me a ride to school the next morning. On the way, we stopped at Mc Donald’s for breakfast sandwiches and coffee. As we were waiting in the drive-thru, we noticed Chase’s Mustang parked nearby.  
 
    “Wow, what happened there?” Kara said, as we stared at the passenger-side door. It looked like some of the paint had been sanded off.  
 
    I squinted. “I don’t know. That’s really strange.  I saw his car last night. I don’t remember it looking like that.”” 
 
    “Hmm… I’ll have to ask him about it in class later.” Kara pulled up to the window and the attendant handed us a bag of food and two iced-coffees. 
 
    When we arrived at school, we ate our food in the parking lot, and then headed inside.  
 
    “See you during lunch?” Kara said, as we were parting ways. 
 
    “Yeah. Good luck with your Physics test.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    When I reached my locker, I noticed that Mattie was back. Our eyes met briefly and she smiled like a Cheshire cat. It made me wonder what in the hell she was up to now. 
 
    I turned away, determined not to let her or her shenanigans affect my day. I was excited about starting a new job and about the party on Friday. Kara told me that Jason’s parties were epic and that if someone started shit, they were banned from future parties. So, everyone usually got along even if they didn’t want to. 
 
    As I was digging in my locker, I noticed several people staring at me as they walked by. Something in the way they were looking at me, made my stomach knot up.  
 
    What now? 
 
    I glanced over toward Mattie’s locker again, half expecting her to be gloating about something else she’d contrived to make my life hell. But, she wasn’t there. 
 
    Sighing, I grabbed what I needed and shut my locker door. I turned to leave and that’s when I found Chase standing in my way with a murderous expression. 
 
    Realizing his anger was directed toward me, I took a step back. “What?”     
 
    “I’m sending you a bill to repair the damages to my car. You’re just lucky I don’t press charges.” 
 
    I stared up at him in shock. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t play games. You know what this is about.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. What’s going on?” 
 
    Chase looked like he was trying not to explode. “You fucking keyed my car.” 
 
    I stared at him in disbelief. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Last night, when I went back into Sports Mania.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I didn’t touch your damn car,” I snapped. 
 
    He snorted. “There’s a witness who saw you do it, so don’t even try to deny it.” 
 
    “A witness? Let me guess, Mattie?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    This was infuriating. He was accusing me of something I would have never done. Even if he deserved it. “Look, I don’t know what in the hell is going on, or why this person is lying, but I didn’t touch your precious car. I went home right after talking to you.” 
 
    He laughed harshly. “Mattie was right about you all along, you really are a lying, evil bitch.” 
 
    I was so mad and upset I started shaking. Someone was obviously setting me up. It had to be Mattie. From the look on her face earlier, I knew she was behind it. 
 
    “Who in the hell is this witness anyway? An A-squader?” 
 
    He stared at me in confusion. “A what?” 
 
    “One of your little group’s friends?”  
 
    “His name is Jack Freemont. He’s a tenth grader.” 
 
    The name didn’t ring a bell. “Sorry, but I have no idea who he is.” 
 
    “Jack’s a reliable source. Someone I trust a hell of a lot more than you.” 
 
    Why was I continually being targeted by everyone? All I wanted was to be left alone. “I don’t know what he saw, but it wasn’t me.”  
 
    “Right. I’ll be sending you the bill for the new paint job.” 
 
    “You do whatever the hell you want,” I snapped. “But, I won’t be paying for shit.” 
 
    His jaw tightened and he clenched his fists by his sides. From the murderous look in his eyes, I almost thought he was going to hit me. Instead, Chase slammed one of them against a locker. The sound echoed loudly, startling everyone around us. Those who hadn’t already been watching our exchange, stopped to gape.   
 
    “You seriously need help,” I told him. 
 
    Looking like an enraged bull, he turned and stormed away. 
 
    Feeling everyone’s eyes on me, I kept mine down and hurried to my first hour class. When I stepped into the room, I saw Mattie at her desk. She looked up at me and her expression told me all I needed to know. Whatever had happened to Chase’s car, she was definitely responsible. I couldn’t believe the lengths she was willing to go to try and destroy me.   
 
    I walked over to her desk and stared down at her.  
 
    She looked up at me in amusement. “What’s wrong? Having a rough morning, Bait Girl?” 
 
    It took everything I had not to punch her in the face. “What happened to Chase’s car?” I asked angrily. 
 
    She smirked. “I don’t know. You tell me.” 
 
    My eyes burned into hers. “I’ll get back to you on that. See, I’m pretty sure there are cameras in the parking lot of Sports Mania. I bet they’ll be able to identify who really keyed your boyfriend’s car.” 
 
    Her smile fell away.    
 
    This time it was me grinning. “Didn’t think that one all the way through, huh?” I said before turning on my heel and walking to my desk. 
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    I couldn’t stop fuming about my car and knew I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. As much as I wanted to force Mackenzie into paying for the damages, I was afraid to actively pursue it. I couldn’t lose the studio and I wasn’t going back to my old man’s place. I didn’t want to take that chance, so pissing off her grandmother wasn’t an option.  
 
    “Hey, Bro. Did you confront the new girl about your car?” Bruce asked, when we saw each other in the hallway after First Hour was over. 
 
    “Yeah. She’s denying it.” 
 
    He grunted. “Right. Who else would do it? She was angry when she left the store. We both saw it. I’m surprised she left my car alone.” 
 
    “She probably didn’t know which one was yours. Anyway, Audra’s younger brother witnessed her vandalizing my Mustang. He has no reason to lie.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s not much I can do.” From her reaction, I knew she wasn’t going to cough up any money either.  
 
    “Hell, yeah there is. Make her pay for it,” he said firmly. “That bitch shouldn’t get away with this.” 
 
    I explained my predicament.  
 
    “Fuck. That sucks.” 
 
     I nodded.  
 
    “Are you going to get it fixed?” 
 
    “When I have the cash.” 
 
    I thought about the contest with Gus. If I won, it would definitely help cover some of the cost of getting the Mustang repainted. I just didn’t know if I could push aside my anger enough to be friendly to Mackenzie. Let alone have sex with her. Although, I was no longer feeling guilty about using her for the bet. She was a cold-hearted bitch. 
 
    “What about asking your dad for help?” 
 
    I knew involving him would only make matters worse.  
 
    “No. He’d probably try and get me to move back home if he coughed up the money,” I replied, brushing off the idea.  
 
    Bruce sighed. “Well, shit. If you need anything from me, let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” 
 
    He took off and I headed to Chemistry. I sat down and a few seconds later, Mackenzie entered the classroom. She avoided eye contact and sat down next to me.   
 
    Letting out a frustrated sigh, I forced myself not to bring up the car again. As pissed off as I was, I knew it wouldn’t help me get the money and I was more determined than ever to win it from Gus. 
 
    Mackenzie, on the other hand, had other plans. 
 
    “I’m going to prove that it wasn’t me who keyed your Mustang,” she said, looking right at me. “There should be video surveillance showing exactly who did it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, a little surprised. 
 
    “I don’t know who Jack Freemont is, but he’s wrong.” 
 
     Caught off guard by her determination to prove her innocence, I started having doubts now myself. 
 
    Had Jack been wrong? 
 
    Or was she playing me? 
 
    Not knowing what else to say, I shrugged. “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    “We damn well will,” she replied firmly. 
 
      
 
    When the bell rang for lunch, I decided to seek out Freemont and question him again. I hadn’t seen him since returning to Sports Mania, last night. I’d found him skateboarding in the parking lot by himself. He’d sworn up-and-down that it was Mackenzie who’d been fucking with my car.  Now I wondered if I’d been made a fool. 
 
    I found Freemont at his locker, by all the other tenth graders. Everyone in the hallway stared at me in surprise as I approached Freemont, who wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    I tapped him on the shoulder.  “Yo, Jack.” 
 
    He turned and stared at me in surprise. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I talked with Mackenzie. She swears she didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Are you sure it wasn’t another girl?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sure. It was her.” 
 
    “She said that if I checked the security surveillance it would that prove she didn’t do it. I have a buddy who works there. His dad owns the place. I think I’m going to see if he can set that up for me.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He suddenly looked anxious. 
 
     “Is there something you want to tell me?”  
 
    Jack’s eyes moved past me. “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on over here?” Mattie said with a smile in her voice as she came up behind me.  “You two look like you’re up to something.” 
 
    Had she followed me?  
 
    I turned and looked at her. “We’re just talking about my car. You hear what happened?” 
 
     “Yeah. It’s horrible,” she said. “That’s why I came to look for Jack. I heard he witnessed it. I wanted to ask him about it myself.” 
 
    I looked at Freemont. “He said he saw the whole thing.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I… did.” 
 
    Mattie sighed. “It just makes me sick. I can’t believe that Mackenzie took things this far. That’s really messed up.” 
 
    “She claims that she didn’t do it,” I replied as the bell rang. 
 
    Mattie snorted. “Of course she would say that.” 
 
    “I have to get to class,” Freemont said, shutting his locker door.  
 
    “Bye, Jack,” Mattie said. 
 
    He nodded and took off quickly. 
 
    “You don’t believe her, do you?” Mattie asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m going to see if Bruce can get access to the video coverage.”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “That’s right. His dad owns Sports Mania. I forgot about that.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was her idea to check the camera footage. Maybe Jack is wrong. Maybe it really was someone else.”  
 
    Or maybe I wanted it to be because I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Not just because she was gorgeous either. The girl had fire. She’d stood in my face and had denied everything without batting an eye. Either she was innocent or one hell of a liar. One moment I wanted to throttle her. The next, I wanted to grab her and kiss her.  
 
    We started walking to the lunchroom, and I found myself looking for Mackenzie through the crowd. As pissed off as I’d been earlier, I really was starting to have my doubts now. 
 
    What if she was innocent? 
 
    I’d come down on her pretty hard. If she wasn’t the one who’d keyed my car then I had some apologizing to do. The worst thing was that I technically wasn’t supposed to be nice to her until after Saturday.  
 
    A crazy thought hit me - what if Gus had been involved? 
 
    He’d have to know how angry I’d be. How I’d blow up on Mackenzie if I thought she’d been involved. It would give him quite an advantage. 
 
    Could he have paid off Freemont to lie? 
 
    I brushed the ridiculous thoughts aside. It sounded too far-fetched for even Gus.  
 
    Mattie suddenly stopped. “I forgot something. I’ll see you at the table.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    She turned around and walked away. 
 
    Meanwhile, I headed to the lunch line, still not sure what in the hell to believe anymore. 
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    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 
 
    I had to talk to Bruce. If Chase saw the surveillance tape, he’d never forgive me. Luckily, Bruce and I had hooked up once and had our own dirty secrets. If there was anyone who could get me out of this mess, it was him.   
 
    I checked his locker first, with no luck, but then found him heading toward the lunchroom. Fortunately, he was alone. 
 
    “Bruce,” I called out, catching up with him. 
 
    He turned around and smiled. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” I lowered my voice. “Alone.” 
 
    He looked at me curiously. “Sure. It has to be quick though. I’m starving. All I had for breakfast was a damn granola bar.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’ll just take a second.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    We went to the library and found a secluded spot in one of the non-fiction aisles.  
 
    Bruce turned around and looked at me. “What’s going on?” he murmured. 
 
    “I need your help with something. You can’t tell anyone about it either. Especially not Chase,” I whispered. 
 
     “What’s it about?” 
 
    “Before I tell you… you have to promise me, Bruce,” I pleaded. “This can’t get out. Not to anyone.” 
 
    “Okay. I get it. I won’t say a word.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I took a deep breath and then revealed what I’d done. 
 
    He stared at me in shock. “That was you? What in the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” My eyes filled with tears. “I just freaked out and wanted to hurt her. And… him, I guess. When I saw them talking together last night, I thought she’d stolen him away from me. She’s already tried to ruin my reputation with gossip,” I lied, “Now, I’m beginning think it’s all been because of Chase.” 
 
    “He’s not into her at all.” 
 
    I laughed bitterly. “Only because he thinks she’s the one who keyed his car.” 
 
    “Nah. He didn’t like her before either.” 
 
    I brushed my fingers under my eyelashes, hoping that my mascara hadn’t smeared everywhere. “Maybe. Maybe not. He doesn’t seem to want to be with me anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I explained how he only wanted to be friends. “Now, that’s not even going to be an option.”   
 
    He grunted. “Probably not when he sees it was you.” 
 
    I knew I should have paid Jack to key the car too. Not just to lie and say it was Mackenzie. Then he’d be the one on the video coverage.  
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking straight. I regret it, Bruce. With all my heart. But, when he finds out I did it, he’ll go ballistic.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    I grabbed his hand. “You’ve got to help me. I know I messed up. I’m even willing to pay for the damages. I just don’t want him to know it was me.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Look, I’m willing to do… anything.” I brought his index finger up to my lips, slid it into my mouth, and sucked on it.  
 
    He groaned in pleasure. 
 
    “Please, Bruce.” 
 
    He let out a ragged sigh.  “Fine.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. 
 
    “What exactly do you need from me?” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do. So,” he smiled wickedly. “When are you going to pay up?” 
 
    “Whenever you want.” 
 
    “How about I drive you home from school? We’ll discuss this further.” 
 
    I forced a smile to my face. The idea of having sex with him again made my skin crawl. I’d been wasted the last time and had regretted it immediately. Now, I was stone-cold sober, and the idea repulsed me.  Hopefully, he’d settle for just a B.J. 
 
    “Sure.” 
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    It felt like all eyes were on me again when I entered the lunchroom.  
 
    “I can’t wait for the day that I become uninteresting in this school,” I murmured, sitting down next to Sara after grabbing a tray of food. 
 
    She smiled. “Give it another week. Someone else will piss off Mattie and she’ll have a new target.” 
 
    I let out a weary sigh. “It’s just so sad how she has such an influence on everyone. I mean, are we the only ones who see what a complete bitch she is?” 
 
    “No. Everyone is just afraid to go against her. Even some of the A-squaders,” Sara replied. “By the way, what did you say to her in first hour? You left her with her mouth open. It was hilarious.” 
 
    The look on her face had been epic. I smiled, remembering it. “I confronted her about the damage to Chase’s car. I know she’s involved.” 
 
    Sara laughed. “Oh, that’s why she looked sick to her stomach.” 
 
    Maya sat down. “Who looked sick to their stomach?” 
 
    “Mattie,” Sara and I said in unison. 
 
    Maya’s eyes widened. “Why, what’s going on?”   
 
    I told her. 
 
    “Seriously? I thought I heard something about that today, but just ignored it. You really think Mattie was involved?” Maya asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Oh, hell yeah. I’m going to prove it too.” 
 
    “I hope you do. Could you imagine her dad’s reaction?” Sara replied. “His ‘Baby Girl’ causing property damage? He’ll have a conniption.” 
 
    I snorted. “Baby Girl.” 
 
    “That’s what he calls her.” Sara lowered her voice to mimic his. “Hey, Baby Girl. You need another pair of Gucci slides? No problem. Anything for you, Princess. Oh, you need a new purse too? How about another Louis Vuitton? Let’s get you one in every color.” She snorted. “Between her mom and dad, I don’t know who’s done the most damage by spoiling her. She gets everything she wants.” 
 
    Maya unwrapped her sandwich. “You know, if she gets busted then she’ll be looking for a new place to sit at lunch. Popular, or not, none of the A-squad would side with her for damaging his car. They all love Chase.” 
 
    I glanced over at their table just as she was sitting down. “I hope Mattie likes eating alone because when I’m done with her, she won’t have any friends left.” 
 
    Maya raised her hand in the air. “You go, Girl.” 
 
    Smiling, I high-fived her. 
 
      
 
    When the last bell of the day rang, I headed over to my locker and ran into Chase. He pulled me aside, which drew the attention of many others in the hallway. Some did double-takes and others began to whisper right away. I had to refrain from yelling, “Take a damn picture, assholes!” 
 
    “I talked to Bruce,” Chase murmured, oblivious to the stares. “He’s going to check the video later and let me know who keyed my car.” 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip. “I don’t trust him. He’ll probably still accuse me of doing it even when he finds out that it was someone else.” 
 
    His eyebrows knitted together. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “He already has it out for me. I told you how he threatened me the other day. He claimed that I was spreading rumors about Mattie. Which, I wasn’t,” I said angrily. “Hell, at this point I think she’s spreading rumors about me spreading rumors.” 
 
    He stared at me hard for a second and then chuckled.  
 
    I frowned. “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “Because you’re probably right.” Chase’s face grew serious. “Okay. I’ll tell Bruce that I want to see the video for myself.” 
 
    I relaxed. “I want to be there, too.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sure that can be arranged.” 
 
    “I have to work tonight, though,” I added. 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “How about afterward? What time are you working until?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. It’s my first day.” Now I felt stupid for not asking.  
 
    “Where are you working?” 
 
    “Herschel’s.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Why don’t you text me when you find out?” 
 
    “Okay. I will. What’s your number?”  I pulled my phone out and he gave it to me. 
 
    “Are you still going to that dance on Saturday?” he asked, out of the blue. 
 
     “Yeah, why?”  
 
    He shrugged and looked away. “Just wondering.” 
 
    Sonny appeared next to us. “Ready?” he asked, ignoring me. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go.” He looked at me again. “Don’t forget to text me. I’ll even pick you up from the diner if you need a ride.” 
 
    That solved another one of my problems. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He and Sonny took off down the hallway and I went to my locker. As I was unlocking it, I could feel Mattie’s eyes burning into me. I glanced toward her locker and found I’d been right. 
 
    Ignoring her, I grabbed what I needed and headed out to the parking lot to find Kara. I found her waiting for me at her car. 
 
    “Thanks for waiting. I’m sorry it took so long,” I said, getting into the passenger seat. 
 
    “It’s fine.” She smiled. “I saw you talking to Chase. What did he say?” 
 
    I told her. 
 
    “So, he’s picking you up from work?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I wish I could join you guys. Let me know what you find on the video.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll be the first person I text.”   
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    “What was going on between you and Mackenzie back there? Don’t tell me she confessed to keying your car?” Sonny asked as we got into my Mustang. 
 
    “No. She swears up and down that she didn’t do it.”  
 
    He snorted. “And you believe her?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually I do. I think Jack identified the wrong girl.” I told him how we were going to Sports Mania to view the surveillance video later. 
 
    “Whose idea was that?” 
 
    “Hers, actually. She’s adamant that it wasn’t her.” 
 
    He gave me a funny look. “You’re into her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No. I just want to find out who the hell is responsible for keying my car. I don’t want to go accusing Mackenzie if she’s innocent.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s all it is,” he said with a hint of sarcasm.  
 
    “Well,” I grinned, “I admit, she’s hot. I mean you said so yourself.” 
 
    “That was before I learned she was into Lancaster guys.” 
 
    “She won’t be for long.” 
 
     Sonny gave me a curious look. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him so badly. He was my best friend. But, I’d sworn an oath and was determined to keep my part of the bargain. Of course, I was going to be breaking a rule by seeing her tonight. But, it was business and not pleasure. I’d just have to make sure that Gus didn’t find out and to keep things cool between Mackenzie and myself.  
 
    “I’m just saying that once she gets to know the real Gus, she’ll run the other way.” 
 
    “If she’s smart she will. Hey,” his eyes widened. “Are you sure it wasn’t Gus, or one of those other Lancaster assholes, who keyed your car?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering that myself. I guess we’ll find out the truth tonight.” 
 
    “Let me know what you see on the tape.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped Sonny off at his place and then drove to the studio. On the way home, I peeked into the store and greeted Mackenzie’s Grandma. 
 
    She smiled at me from the register. “Chase, I’m glad you stopped in. I hate to do this, but I need to ask you a huge favor. I’ll give you gas money, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” I walked over to the counter. “What do you need?” 
 
    “It’s not me. It’s Mackenzie. She needs a ride to work and I can’t get away. I have a shipment of supplies coming in and need to be here. If you’re not busy, could you drop her off at Herschel’s Diner? She works at four.” 
 
    I nodded. “No problem. I can drop her off on my way to Lenny’s.” 
 
    She looked relieved. “Oh, thank you, Chase.” She sighed. “I’m trying to buy her a car but there isn’t much out there.” 
 
    “How much are you looking to spend? Lenny has some used ones for sale.” 
 
    She gave me a ballpark figure. 
 
    “He has a Colorado that’s just slightly over that amount. I bet you could talk him down to a lower price.” 
 
    “That’s a pickup truck isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a 4x4. Great for the winter.” 
 
    Rae nodded. “I might have to take a look at that.” 
 
    “It’s in the parking lot. It was his uncle’s, but he just passed away, so Lenny inherited it. Anyway, I’ll let him know you might be interested in it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem. What time exactly should I pick up Mackenzie?” 
 
    “I told her I’d have someone by the house at about three-forty. Do you know where my cabin is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She gave me the address. 
 
    “Thanks, Chase,” she said as a customer walked into the shop. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a quick bite to eat, grabbed my coveralls, and then headed out toward Rae’s cabin. As I was turning down the dirt road, leading to her property, my cell phone rang. It was Bruce. 
 
    “I’ve got some bad news, Chase. The cameras weren’t rolling last night. Not the ones in the parking lot at least. Apparently they’ve been broken for a while and my old man hasn’t gotten around to fixing them.” 
 
    I swore. 
 
    “I still think the new girl did it. I mean you two did have an argument right before it happened. Not to mention that Jack witnessed her do it. What more do you need?” 
 
    It sounded so logical but the niggling in my gut told me that Mackenzie was innocent. “She insists she didn’t do it. Why would she demand to see the video if she was on it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe she knew they weren’t on?” 
 
    “How would she know?” 
 
    “The lights are not on. Normally, there’s a small green light in the camera. She might have put two-and-two together and figured shit out.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that. Still… I wasn’t totally convinced.  
 
    “Well, thanks anyway for checking.” 
 
    “No problem. What are you doing tonight?” 
 
    “Working.” 
 
    “Afterward?” 
 
    I’d promised to pick up Mackenzie. Now that I knew she didn’t have a vehicle, I felt I needed to get her home. “I’ve got shit to do.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, you’re still going to the party Friday night, right?” 
 
    “Planning on it.” 
 
    “Sweet. I’d say drive together but I’m hoping to get a piece and your backseat isn’t built for rocking and rolling.” 
 
    I pulled up outside of Rae’s cabin. “Even if it was, you’re not getting any tail in my car.” 
 
    “From the looks of things, neither are you,” he said with a chuckle. “I heard about you and Mattie. Is it really over?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s time to move on.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem to want to do that.” 
 
    “I know. Hopefully she’ll realize it’s the best thing. All we do is argue anyway.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “I gotta go. Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    I hung up and was about to get out of my car, when the front door opened and out stepped Mackenzie carrying a pair of rollers skates. She was dressed in a teal checkered car-hop outfit. The top hugged her sexy curves and the short skirt showed off a pair of long legs.  
 
    I rolled down my window. “Hey.” 
 
    Mackenzie walked over to my car with a strange look on her face. “What are you doing here?”   
 
    “Rae asked me to give you a ride to work. I take it she didn’t call you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I gave her a little smile. “That’s not a problem is it?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said quickly. “And, thanks for driving me. I feel so bad that everyone has to chauffeur me around.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s on my way anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you had to go out of your way to pick me up here,” she replied. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I owe your grandma a lot for letting me rent the studio.” 
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    Now I understood. He was doing it for my grandmother. Not that it wasn’t a nice gesture. Part of me had hoped he’d volunteered to do it for other reasons. I had to admit, even though Chase was moody, he had a sweet side to him. Not to mention that when he smiled, he had the cutest dimple on the lower right side of his face, which I hadn’t noticed before.   
 
    Chase started the engine and backed out of the driveway. 
 
    “I have some bad news,” he said, sounding irritated. “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    My stomach filled with dread. “What is it?” 
 
    He told me about his conversation with Bruce. 
 
    “So, now I can’t prove that I wasn’t the person who keyed your car?” I muttered angrily. “Great. Why does this not surprise me? I feel like everyone, and everything, is against me.”” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I believe you.” 
 
    I was surprised and relieved. “You do?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I relaxed. “Thank you.” 
 
    He turned on some music and both of us were quiet as we headed away from the cabin. A few minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot of Herschel’s and drove to the main entrance. 
 
    I picked up my skates. “Well, thanks again for driving me to work. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem. What time are you done?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Since we’re not going to Sports Mania anyway, you don’t have pick me up. I’ll have my grandmother do it.” 
 
    “You’re going to make your sweet, little grandma drive out here when she’d probably much rather be watching Downtown Abbey or Murder She Wrote?” 
 
    I laughed. “How in the world did you know she loves those shows?” 
 
    “She may have mentioned them to me once or twice,” he said, looking amused. 
 
    Grandma Rae was quite the talker and it didn’t surprise me one bit. I wish I had her easy-going nature. Every time Chase and I were alone, I seemed to be tongue-tied. “I guess when you put it that way, it would make me seem rather insensitive,” I joked. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I just don’t want to be a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. Really.” 
 
    I looked at my phone. I had to be in the diner in four minutes. “I’d better get in there. Thanks again Chase.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    Before I got out, I asked him a question I’d been wondering about. “What exactly did the person key on your car?” 
 
    Chase looked embarrassed. “Just some… bullshit.” 
 
    It must have been pretty embarrassing. “Oh, okay. For the record - I’m truly sorry it happened. It was a really shitty thing for someone to do. I hope that one day you’ll catch the person and they’ll pay for the damages.” 
 
    He smiled grimly. “Me too. Thanks.” 
 
    I got out of the car. 
 
    Chase nodded toward my skates. “Careful tonight.” 
 
    I smiled. “It should be interesting. I haven’t roller-skated in years.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Too bad I have to work. I’d love to see how this is going to play out.” 
 
    I winked. “Hopefully, you won’t be driving me to the E.R. tonight.” 
 
    “No doubt. See you later.” 
 
    “See you. I’ll let you know when I’m off.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out that my first night was spent shadowing other waitresses and helping with beverages. Although roller-skating came back to me fairly quickly, delivering food to tables was far from easy. Fortunately, most of the drinks were delivered with covers, so I didn’t make too much of a mess. 
 
    At around seven-thirty, I was given a fifteen minute break, which included a free meal. As I was waiting for my cheeseburger, I sent Chase a text, telling him that I was off at ten. He replied back that he would definitely be there to pick me up and asked how I was doing. 
 
      
 
    Me: Pretty good. 
 
    Chase: No accidents? 
 
    Me: Not yet. 
 
    Chase: That’s a relief. 
 
    Me: LOL. The night is still young. 
 
    Chase: Don’t jinx yourself! 
 
      
 
      Afterward, I went back out to the dining area and Linda, one of the other waitresses, asked if I could bring out an appetizer to one of her tables. 
 
    “Sure. Of course.” 
 
    “Awesome. It’s the order of cheese curds for table seven. Thanks, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “No problem.” I grabbed the appetizer from the pickup station and was thinking I was getting good at this, when I noticed the group sitting at table seven. 
 
    Mattzilla and her posse. 
 
    Caught off guard, I somehow stumbled and crashed into a nearby wall, spilling the order of cheese curds everywhere. Laughter erupted at table seven. Swearing under my breath, I quickly got down on my knees and began cleaning up the mess. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Linda asked, coming up behind me. 
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The worst part about it was it happened in front of Mattie and her friends. “Yeah. Sorry about this.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Shit happens. Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but do you know how much longer our cheese curds are going to be?” Mattie called out from the table. “It’s getting late and we don’t have a lot of time left.” 
 
    I glanced over at her and our eyes met.  
 
    “Oh, my God… Mackenzie! I thought that was you,” she said with a little smirk. “I take it you must have left ‘klutz’ off of your resume.” 
 
    The other girls snickered. 
 
    “It’s your friend’s first day,” Linda said lightheartedly, not realizing how far off she was in her assumption that we actually liked each other. “She’s off the hook. Now, tomorrow might be another story.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think we’ll be here until tomorrow,” Audra said dryly.  
 
    “I’m so sorry for the wait. I’ll get another order of cheese curds for you going right away. On the house,” Linda said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mattie replied sweetly. 
 
    Linda raced away to put in the order. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I finished picking up the mess and then stood up. 
 
    “Excuse me, waitress?” Mattie said to me, holding up a water glass. “This smells… fishy. Could you please let our server know?” 
 
    Ignoring her, I turned and skated away. 
 
    “Bait Girl,” the others mocked in unison and then giggled. 
 
    It took every ounce of restraint not to go back there. 
 
    I had to remind myself that she wasn’t worth it. None of them were. As much as I wanted to grab the glass and pour it over her head, or hit her in the face with the food tray, I needed the job.  
 
    But, that didn’t mean I had to let it go completely. 
 
    There were other ways. 
 
    So, after Linda brought out their fresh plate of cheese curds, and they were three-quarters of the way done, I skated over to their table. 
 
    “How are they?” I asked with a wide smile. 
 
    “They’re… fine,” Mattie replied. Her eyes narrowed. “Why?” 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure. See, I seasoned them myself. Oh, and the dipping sauce… it’s great, right? I helped with that, too.” 
 
    The four girls suddenly all looked very uneasy.  
 
    “Is there anything else you need? Maybe some fresh water? You did get the fishy stuff replaced, right?” I asked. 
 
    Mattie dropped the cheese curd she was holding. “What the fuck did you do to our food?”  
 
    My eyes widened innocently. “Do to it? I don’t know what you mean. I was just checking to make sure you’re enjoying your food.” 
 
    She suddenly looked very pale.  
 
    “You okay? You don’t look very good. I don’t know about you but cheese curds, being so greasy and all, sometimes upset my stomach. Maybe it’s just me. I might be lactose intolerant. Anyway, the bathrooms are in the back. Should any of you feel an intense need to use one,” I said and smiled again. “Enjoy the rest of your appetizer.”  
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” muttered Audra. 
 
    Oh, the power of suggestion… 
 
    I hadn’t done anything to their food or dipping sauce, as much as I would have loved to.  
 
    Amused, I turned around and skated away. 
 
    The girls didn’t finish their curds and left Linda a shitty tip. Noticing, I slipped a few extra dollars onto the table, when she wasn’t looking. I didn’t want her to get stiffed because of the feud going on between me and Mattzilla. 
 
    “Well, what do you know?” Linda mused, after grabbing the money. “They finally left a decent tip.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “They normally don’t?” 
 
    “No, and they’re always here. I thought for sure they’d skip the tip today. After the cheese curd accident.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry about that again.” 
 
    “No problem. It’s not easy rolling out food to tables. Anyway, you did very well today. Here.” She reached into her apron pocket and handed me some cash. “That’s your share of the tips from my tables.” 
 
    “You don’t have to-” 
 
    “Yes, I do. You were busting your ass helping me and deserve it. You working tomorrow?” 
 
    “No. Not until Sunday.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’m sure you’ll be getting your own section. Sundays are pretty busy here. Especially after church service.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. Sometimes you just have to dive right on in.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded.” 
 
    “By the way, we don’t season the cheese curds after they’re cooked. The batter is salty enough.” 
 
    I stared at her in confusion. 
 
    She smiled. “I overheard you talking to the girls. I was on the other side of the booth, cleaning another table.” 
 
    My cheeks turned red. “Oh.” 
 
    “So, you’re not exactly friends, huh?” 
 
    I sighed. “Not at all. They’re not very nice to people. Especially newbies.” 
 
    “Some of the other waitresses have complained about them too.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise me. 
 
    “Anyway, they were pretty quiet when they left. I have a feeling they won’t be back for a while.” 
 
    “If I could only be so lucky,” I replied. 
 
    She laughed. “God, I’m glad I’m older. Girls like that seem to top-out in high school and end up miserable and bitter later. What grade are you in?” 
 
    “I’m a senior.” 
 
    “Just get through this year and don’t let them bother you.” 
 
    I was already counting the days… 
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    I left work at eight-thirty and rushed home to shower before picking up Mackenzie. After locking up, I headed to my car and to my dismay, found Mattie parked next to my Mustang. At first I didn’t recognize the car, because it was her mom’s BMW. When I realized it was her, I groaned inwardly. 
 
    She rolled down her window and smiled at me. “Hi.” 
 
    I walked over to the Beemer. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Mattie’s smile faltered. “I just wanted to see you.” 
 
    “You saw me at school. Look, I have things to do. I gotta go.” I knew it sounded rude but she just wasn’t taking the hint. 
 
    “You mean you’ve got someone to meet,” she said coldly. 
 
    So, she knew about Mackenzie.  
 
    Was she stalking me? 
 
    I sighed. “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Then what is it Chase?” 
 
    “It’s exactly what we talked about. Us just being friends.” 
 
    “So you can date other people,” she said bitterly. 
 
    The sadness in her eyes made me feel like a dickhead. But, I didn’t feel the same way about her anymore. It wasn’t something I’d intended to happen, and I honestly felt bad about it. I tried explaining it to her, which ended up making Mattie even more upset.  
 
    “It’s because of her, isn’t it?” she said, on the verge of tears. 
 
    “No, of course not. It was over before Mackenzie.” 
 
    Mattie got out of the car. “Is it because of Gus? I swear, nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “No. Look, I have to get going.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me. “Please, don’t do this Chase. We’re supposed to be together.” 
 
    “Mattie, stop,” I said, trying to push her away as she clung to me. I didn’t want to hurt her but she wouldn’t let go. “Enough!””  
 
    She stiffened up and before I knew it was hitting me in the chest and calling me names.  
 
    Shocked at her hysterics, I grabbed her wrists. “Stop it. What in the hell are you doing? Have you been drinking?” 
 
    Openly crying now, Mattie tried pulling away. “You asshole! Don’t think I don’t know you’re doing all of this for Mackenzie!” 
 
    I released her. “There’s nothing between us,” I argued. 
 
    “I’ve seen the way you look at her. You broke up with me so you could be with that… that slut!” 
 
    “It’s not true,” I said. “Calm down.” 
 
    “How can you stand to even be near her? She keyed your car. She’s spreading rumors about me. Nobody likes her. She’s a lying, conniving, little bitch.” 
 
    “Calm down,” I repeated, softening my voice. “This has nothing to do with her. I didn’t even know Mackenzie when we talked about this. Us just being friends.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” she snapped, backing away from me.  
 
    “Of course I am. Look, if you don’t believe me, then I don’t know what more I can say to you, Mattie.” 
 
    She got back into the Beemer. “You’re going to regret this, Chase. As soon as you’re bored with her, you’re going to want me back and it’ll be too late. I’ll be with someone else.” 
 
    “I hope that’s the case, Mattie. I really do,” I said sincerely.  
 
    Glaring up at me, she started the engine and then tore out of the parking lot. 
 
    I got into my Mustang and drove to the diner, my mind still on Mattie. Her refusal to accept that our relationship was over was both annoying and worrisome. I was beginning to feel that we couldn’t even be friends. But, we hung out with the same people and I wasn’t going to make anyone choose sides. I just wanted everything to be cool between us, but from what I’d seen tonight, it might not ever be the case. 
 
    Pushing aside the troubling thoughts, I arrived a couple of minutes early and headed inside. Mackenzie saw me and skated over. 
 
    “I’m almost done. I just have to punch out and change into my shoes.” 
 
    “No rush,” I replied, noticing that she looked a little anxious and disheveled. Something told me that she’d had a frantic night, even though the place seemed pretty dead at the moment. “Take your time.” 
 
    “Okay.” She skated away. 
 
    I walked over to the bulletin board, next to cash register, and began reading about the awards the diner had gotten. There was everything from Best Small Town Burger Joint to Best Fifties Diner in the Midwest.  
 
    “Hey, look who’s here,” said a voice behind me. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    It was Gus. 
 
    I turned around and saw Gus with another guy from Lancaster. Both had on their letter jackets.  “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “I dropped by Mackenzie’s place and her grandmother said she was working here. I thought we’d stop in and sample some pie.” 
 
    The other guy, Joe, chuckled. 
 
    “I bet,” I replied. 
 
    “Where’s the bathroom here?” Joe asked. 
 
    I pointed toward the back of the restaurant. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” He took off toward the restrooms. 
 
    “So, what are you doing here, Davis?” Gus asked. 
 
    “I was going to grab a bite but then noticed she was working. I was just about to leave.” 
 
    “You’d better not be sticking around. Have you been keeping your end of the deal?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I lied. “I mean, we see each other in school, so I can’t avoid her totally. But, I haven’t made any moves or anything.” I noticed Mackenzie looking at us curiously from across the room and knew that I had to do something fast, before she came over. Gus could not find out that I was giving her a ride. An idea came to me. “Dude, you’ve got some shit in your teeth. You might want to check that out in the restroom.” 
 
    He tried picking at his teeth. 
 
    “It’s still there.” 
 
    “Fuck.” He took off toward the bathroom.  
 
     I hurried over to Mackenzie.  
 
    “I see Gus is here,” she said, not looking very enthused.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll meet you outside, behind the diner. Do me a favor and don’t tell him that I’m giving you a ride home. He might get the wrong idea. We’re not exactly friends.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Oh, okay. No problem. I’ll meet you in the back parking lot. So he doesn’t see me get in.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I turned around and left the restaurant. As I was getting into my car, I wondered if he’d volunteer to drive her home.  
 
    What would she tell him? 
 
    I started the engine and drove behind the building. A couple of minutes later, she walked out of the back door carrying her skates. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, getting into the car. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    I waited for her to buckle up and then drove through the parking lot. I wasn’t sure what Gus was driving, but I assumed he’d stayed to eat.  
 
    “Did Gus ask if you needed a ride home or anything?”  
 
    “Yeah. I told him that I was getting a ride from a co-worker.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “You really didn’t want him to know, huh?” she said, sounding more amused than anything. 
 
    “No. He wouldn’t like it.” 
 
    “I felt kind of funny lying. I could have just told him that my grandmother had set it up. Or, I don’t know, I guess I could have just accepted the ride and gave you a break.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal. I don’t mind picking you up.” 
 
    “Well, thanks again.” 
 
    “No problem. So, are you two officially dating?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does he know that?” 
 
    “God, I hope so,” she mumbled. 
 
    I smiled.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
    He looked pleased, which didn’t come as a surprise. Especially considering they were rivals. 
 
    “I like Gus, but just as a friend. I’m only going to the dance because he asked and it seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    “And now it doesn’t?” 
 
    Not while I was sitting next to him. I knew that he was just doing my grandmother a favor, by giving me a ride. But, he could have made up an excuse not to. And maybe it was wishful thinking on my part, but I felt like he actually wanted to drive me home. He could have very easily bowed out when Gus had showed up at the diner.  
 
    “I just don’t want to lead him on,” I replied. 
 
    “Just be open and honest.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m planning on it.” 
 
    “So, are you going to Jason Sharkey’s party tomorrow?” 
 
    “I think so.” The butterflies in my stomach began to dance.  
 
    Did he want me there? 
 
    “Are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Do you have to work?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He was silent for a few seconds and then said he had some things going on. 
 
    “Another race?” 
 
    “Not exactly.”   
 
    Was he seeing Mattie?  
 
    “Do you know if Mattie’s going?” 
 
    He suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Probably. Another reason I probably shouldn’t go.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s pissed at me for breaking up with her.” 
 
    I bit back a smile.  
 
    Good. 
 
    “Honestly, I think she’s the one who keyed your car,” I said.  
 
    “No. It wasn’t her.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “And you’re sure because...?” 
 
    “Of what was written on the door.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    He hesitated and then sighed. “It said ‘Mattie’s Bitch’.” 
 
    I cringed. “Oh.” 
 
    He scowled. “Yeah. Pretty fuckin’ immature.” 
 
    “Well, if it would have been me, I’d have keyed ‘asshole’ or ‘prick’,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    He chuckled. “You and a lot of other people. I was actually thinking that Gus might have been the culprit. Especially after that comment he made the other day about seeing Mattie at some party last summer.” 
 
    “Yeah, he might be jealous. Maybe I can get him to confess to me on our date.” 
 
    “Will you tell me if he does?” 
 
    I nodded. “He’ll probably deny it later, but at least you’ll know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He turned on some music and we were both quiet for the rest of the ride. When we pulled up to my grandmother’s place, Chase turned the music back off. 
 
    “Well, thanks again,” I said, reaching for the door handle. 
 
    “No problem. Hey, can I ask you a personal question? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 
 
    I stared at him curiously. “What is it?” 
 
    “Where are your parents?” 
 
    My chest tightened. “They were killed in a car accident.” I looked away.  
 
    “Oh, shit. I’m sorry for your loss,” he said softly.   
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “When did it happen?” 
 
    “Just a few months ago.” 
 
    He swore again. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so nosy.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    He reached over and touched my hand. It was meant as a comforting gesture but the contact sent a warm rush through me. 
 
    “I lost my mom when I was nine,” he confessed. 
 
    I looked into his eyes. The sadness there touched my heart. It had happened almost ten years ago but it was obviously still quite painful for him. “How did she die?” 
 
    “Cancer.” 
 
    “That must have been horrible being so young and all.” 
 
    He nodded. “She was everything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I guess we have more in common than we thought.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
     Chase stared off into the darkness. “The one thing I remember was how alone and sad I felt.  My friends couldn’t begin to understand that kind of pain. Of losing the one person who mattered more than anything.” He swallowed. “One day she was there. The next, she was gone. Forever.” 
 
    This time it was me who squeezed his hand. “I know. That’s been the hardest for me.” 
 
    He nodded and looked at me. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that if you ever want to talk about it, or need someone to talk to, you can call me,” he murmured. “I don’t care what time it is.” 
 
    His offer made my heart swell. “Thank you.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
     I looked up and noticed that my grandmother was peeking at us from one of the upstairs windows. I commented on it to Chase. 
 
    He chuckled. “I like her.” 
 
    “My grandma?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s a no-nonsense-tell-it-like-it-is firecracker.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, you’ve learned that already, huh?” 
 
    “We’ve had some interesting conversations.” 
 
    “I can only imagine.” 
 
    Someone’s phone began to buzz. It was Chase’s. He looked at the screen and let out a sigh. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    He showed me the text. It was from Mattzilla. 
 
      
 
    Mattie: I saw you at the diner picking up Mackenzie. Fuck you. 
 
      
 
    As I was reading, a second text popped up. 
 
      
 
    Mattie: You’re a lying asshole and I will NEVER take you back. I hope you and Bait Girl have a great life. 
 
      
 
    I frowned and handed it back to him. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Looks like we have a common enemy now.” 
 
    He read the newest text and put his phone away. “Yeah, well… she’ll cool off. Eventually. I’m not worried about it.” 
 
    “What did she mean by you lying?”  
 
    “She thinks we have something going on. You and me. I told her that we didn’t.” He sighed. “She must have been following me earlier.” 
 
    I told him how she showed up at the diner with some of the other girls, but left out the cheese curd incident. 
 
    “That must have been before she came to the studio.” 
 
    I looked outside, into the darkness. “Hopefully she isn’t out there somewhere spying on us.” 
 
    Chase snorted. “No shit.” 
 
    We sat there for a few seconds in silence and then he yawned. 
 
    “I should get inside. We’re both tired.” I opened up the door. “Thanks again.” 
 
    “Anytime. Have a good night.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    I closed the door and walked up to the house. 
 
    Chase waited until I stepped inside before leaving, which I thought was sweet. I’d dated other guys in New York and had barely made it to the front door before hearing them leave.  
 
     I closed and locked the door. 
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    I jumped. “Grandma,” I turned around and saw her standing there. She had on her familiar housecoat and fuzzy slippers. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m tired. I wasn’t thinking.” She yawned to prove her point.  
 
    “It was fine. I had a few mishaps.” I told her about spilling the cheese curds. 
 
    She smiled and covered her mouth. “Oh, no. You must have been mortified.” 
 
    “At first. I got over it.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad. You can’t be too hard on yourself, especially on the first day. Plus, you were on roller skates. I’m sure they understood. Other than that, how was everything? Did you make any tips?” 
 
    “A little. I didn’t get my own tables, but the waitresses shared some of theirs.” 
 
    “That’s nice. How much?” 
 
    “I made about twenty bucks.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s great.” 
 
    I kicked off my shoes. “Yeah. Not too shabby.” 
 
    “When do you work next?” 
 
    “Not until Sunday.” 
 
    “Okay. Well,” her eyes twinkled, “I have some good news. I may have found you a truck to drive.” 
 
    “A truck?” I repeated, wondering how big it was and if I could handle it. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s a smaller pickup. Two door. It’ll be great for the winter. I spoke with Lenny, Chase’s boss, and he said we could look at it tomorrow night if you want. After I’m done working.” 
 
    I told her about the party I’d been invited to. 
 
    “We can still look at the truck beforehand. So, who’s having this party?” She craned her neck forward and gave me a stern look. “Will there be alcohol there?” 
 
    I told her that I wasn’t sure about either.  
 
    She sighed. “Well, I trust you to make the right decisions.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I will.” Although I knew I’d have a drink or two, I was definitely not planning on getting drunk. 
 
    “Who’s driving?” 
 
    “Kara.” 
 
    “Promise me that you won’t get into anyone’s vehicle if they’ve had anything to drink. After what happened to your mom…” Her eyes became misty. “I don’t know if I could handle anything happening to you.” 
 
    I gave her a hug. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    She kissed my forehead and then released me. “I’m glad you’ve made some friends.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    Grandma Rae yawned again. “I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    I headed upstairs, took a shower, and slipped into my pajamas. As I was setting my alarm, I thought about the party. It didn’t sound like Chase was going, which would have made it far more interesting. None the less, I was excited about going and prayed that Mattie wouldn’t show. If that happened, I knew one of us was going to have a bad night. And the hell if it was going to be me. 
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    Fortunately, I didn’t get any further texts from Mattie. I thought about sending her a message explaining that I was just doing Mackenzie’s grandmother a favor. But, deep down, I knew that it was more than that. I’d wanted to drive her. And then sitting in front of her house, I’d started thinking about what it would be like to kiss her. Hell, I’d started thinking about doing much more than that.   
 
    The news about her parents had been shocking. I definitely knew the kind of pain she’d gone through. As I thought about it, my phone started to ring. I checked the screen and saw a number I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Uh, is this Chase?” the guy on the other end asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Jack Freemont.” 
 
    “Oh. What’s up?” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind but Bruce gave me your number. He said I should call you.” 
 
    “What’s up?” I said, parking my car by the studio. 
 
    “I just wanted you to know that I definitely saw the new girl keying it last night. Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Yeah. You told me that already. I think you were mistaken though.” 
 
    “No. No, I wasn’t. It was definitely her. I know what she looks like. Everyone does. She’s hot.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “I saw you two arguing in the parking lot, too. It was the same girl.” 
 
    He’d seen us arguing... 
 
    Then he couldn’t have been wrong, right? 
 
    Realizing that I’d been duped by Mackenzie made my blood boil.  
 
    “Okay. Thanks,” I muttered and hung up. 
 
    I got out of my car and slammed the door shut. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for her lies. She’d been so fucking believable too. I knew that if I confronted her about it again, she’d just continue with the same story and without proof, there really wasn’t anything I could do. 
 
    Except for continue on with the contest.  
 
    This time… without any guilt involved. 
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    I woke up the next morning with sore leg muscles and ankle blisters from the new roller-skates. I didn’t let it bother me though.  I was too excited about the party and seeing Chase again. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him and had fallen asleep with a smile on my face. It even made dealing with Mattzilla less daunting.       
 
    As it turned out, she did a complete one-eighty, which made me very uneasy.  It happened the moment I made it to my locker. Not only was she actually civil, but she apologized for being such a bitch the last few days. 
 
    “I took it all out on you… because… I’d been so angry with Chase.” She looked around the hallway and then lowered her voice as people walked by. “He broke up with me the week before and I thought that maybe it was because you two had hooked up.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know Chase until this week,” I replied, wondering if she’d finally come to her senses or if this was all an act. “And, for the record, we’re just friends.” 
 
    Mattie swung her blonde hair over her shoulder and sniffed. “Honestly, I don’t care either way. I’ve realized that he’s a player and that I shouldn’t blame anyone for his actions but Chase. Anyway, I just want you to know I’m sorry for being so horrible. You didn’t deserve the way I treated you and if you don’t wanna forgive me, I totally get it. I know I probably wouldn’t.” 
 
    As sincere as she looked, I still didn’t quite trust her. But, I accepted her apology. I was tired of the drama and just wanted her to leave me alone. “It’s fine. I get it.” 
 
    She looked relieved. “Thank you. Anyway, a word of advice - if you do start going out with him, be careful. Bruce told me that the asshole was cheating on me the entire time we were together.” 
 
     “We’re just friends,” I repeated. “But, thanks for the warning.” 
 
    “No problem.” She turned and leaned back against the locker next to mine. “There’s a party tonight. I don’t know if you heard, but everyone’s showing up. I’m trying to decide if I want to even go. I don’t want to see him there. I’ll probably get drunk and tell him off or something.” 
 
    More like “definitely”.  
 
    She stared at me as if waiting for some kind of a reaction. When I didn’t respond, she continued. “Do you know if he’s planning on being there?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. “Darn. Well, if you hear he’s going, could you maybe let me know? I don’t want to run into him so I’ll just find something else to do.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll give you my number. You can text me or whatever.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    We exchanged phone numbers and then I watched her take off down the hallway, still very much apprehensive at the turn of events. My gut told me not to trust anything she said or did. For all I knew, she was setting me up to fall. 
 
    “Okay, what in the hell was that about?” Kara asked, coming up behind me. 
 
    I told her. 
 
    Kara snorted. “Wow, maybe she’s discovered Midol?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I don’t know. It was really weird.” 
 
    “Just be careful. She might be planning on destroying you from a different angle.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “So, you’re still going to the party tonight?” 
 
    I nodded. “I might be getting a new truck tonight, too. Not new, new. Used. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Really? That’s awesome.” 
 
    I told her about the conversation I’d had with my grandma. “We’re going to take a look at it when she’s finished at the shop.” 
 
    “Cool. What time do you think you’ll be back?” 
 
    “Before eight.” 
 
    “Okay. Text me when you get home and I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    The bell rang.  
 
    She slung her backpack over her shoulder. “Dammit, I have a test first hour. I almost forgot about it.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks. See you at lunch?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    If Mattie being nice wasn’t strange enough, Chase acted cold and distant. It was as if last night had never even happened.  
 
    “Bad morning?” I asked when we were in Chemistry class.  
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Do we need a Snickers bar?” I joked. 
 
    The look on his face told me that what he really needed was for me to shut the fuck up. 
 
    I opened up my folder and pulled out my homework. “Whatever.” 
 
    We didn’t talk for the rest of the hour. As hot as he was, his mood swings were exhausting. I didn’t know what his problem was, but I didn’t deserve the attitude.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the day went pretty quickly and I didn’t see much of Mattie or Chase. Neither of them made and appearance in the lunchroom. I had a feeling they were both trying to avoid each other. 
 
    Or maybe they were making up? 
 
    I didn’t care anymore. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, they could have each other. I was done drooling over Chase. Hot or not, he wasn’t worth it. 
 
    After last period, Kara drove me home and I spent the next hour trying to decide on an outfit to wear to the party. In the end I picked out a cropped fuzzy black sweater, light colored jeans, and a pair of black, suede ankle boots. As I was getting ready to take a shower, my cell phone rang. It was Gus. 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure we were still on for tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.”  
 
    “Cool. I’ll pick you up around six. I made dinner plans, so don’t eat.” 
 
    “Oh, where?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” he replied with a smile in his voice. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The next question threw me off guard. “Have you talked to Chase Adams at all?” 
 
    “Not really,” I replied, wondering if he’d found out about Chase giving me a ride to and from work. “Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering. I heard he broke up with his girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard something about that too.” 
 
    “Do you know if he’s dating anyone?” 
 
    I grinned. “Why, are you interested?” 
 
    He snorted.  “Ha, ha. Funny. No, I was just curious.” 
 
    Maybe he was curious about Mattie and really did like her? 
 
     I wanted to ask but thought it might sound tacky. Especially since we had a date tomorrow.   
 
    “I don’t have any idea if he’s seeing anyone else. Probably.” 
 
    “Probably?” he replied. 
 
    “Yeah. Someone mentioned he’s a player. Other than that, I don’t know and I don’t care,” I replied softly. 
 
    “Glad to hear. He’s definitely got a bad rep in our school, too.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “Why? Has he dated a lot of girls there?” 
 
    “Hell, no. They know better.  He’s just known as being an arrogant, know-it-all dickhead.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” I joked. 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah. Oh, I’ve got another call coming in. I need to take it.” 
 
    “No problem. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then?” 
 
    “Yeah, looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    After hanging up with Gus, I took a shower, spent extra time on my hair and makeup, and made myself something for dinner. When my grandmother finally arrived home, I couldn’t wait to see the truck and get on with the night.  
 
    “That must be it,” Grandma Rae said as we pulled into Lenny’s. There was a dark, red smaller-sized pickup parked in front of the building.  
 
    We parked next to it and then went into the service station. A few minutes later, Lenny showed us the truck and let me take it for a test-drive. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” he asked when we returned. 
 
    “It wasn’t bad,” I replied, answering how she’d coached me. Although it was much bigger than what I was accustomed to driving, which was her Volkswagen Beetle, I loved it.  
 
    “Thank you for letting us see it. I think we might have to look around a little bit more, though. It’s out of our budget,” Grandma Rae added. 
 
    Lenny scratched his head. “Really? By how much.” 
 
    Fortunately, in the end, they agreed upon a lower price and she wrote him a check.  
 
    When grandma and I were alone in the parking lot, I threw my arms around her in delight. I’d never owned a vehicle and it felt like a dream-come-true. “Thank you so much,” I said, tearing up with joy. 
 
    She patted my back lovingly. “You’re welcome, dear.” 
 
    “I’ll pay you back every cent.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll figure out a payment plan that you can afford. But, I am going to pay half. That part won’t be a loan.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, think of it as your Christmas-slash-birthday present for the next twenty years,” she joked. 
 
    “That’s fine by me.” I thanked her again and then followed her back to the house in the truck. 
 
    “I’ll call my insurance guy in the morning. You should be able to drive it to school,” Grandma Rae said when we were home. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “When are you leaving for the party?” 
 
    I looked at my phone. It was almost eight. “I have to call Kara. She’s supposed to pick me up soon.” 
 
    “Okay. Stay safe,” she reminded me. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I sent Kara a message and she congratulated me on the new truck. 
 
      
 
    Kara: I can’t wait to see it. You wanna drive tonight? 
 
    Me: No insurance yet. I’ll drive next time. 
 
    Kara: No prob.   
 
      
 
    She told me that she was on her way and as I was responding, Mattie sent me a text. 
 
      
 
    Mattie: Did you find out about Chase? 
 
    Me: He was grumpy. I didn’t ask. Sorry. 
 
    Mattie: Okay. Thanks anyway. 
 
    Me: No problem. 
 
      
 
    I put my phone away, still feeling a little weirded out by her change of attitude.  As much as I didn’t want to see her at the party, I had a feeling she was going to be there. As far as Chase was concerned, I suspected she just wanted to be prepared. 
 
     Kara picked me up about fifteen minutes later and we arrived at Jason’s house around eight-thirty.    
 
    “Wow,” I murmured as we drove through a private gate toward a house that was the size of a hotel. “His parents must be loaded.” 
 
    “Yeah. One of his dads is a record producer or something.” 
 
    “He has two?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’re gay. I think he was adopted or one of them is his biological dad. I’m not totally sure.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    The house was breathtaking and looked like something out of a Hollywood movie. It was a huge estate, surrounded by a large gated fence and perfectly manicured bushes and trees. As we drove closer, I noticed a large water fountain with an elephant blowing water out of its trunk.   
 
    “Now that is super cute. I can’t even imagine having that kind of money,” I murmured, staring at the fountain. 
 
    “I know. Wow, look at the turnout already. I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised.” 
 
    There were already dozens of cars parked along the private road and more vehicles pulling up behind us.     
 
    “Does he have a lot of parties?” 
 
    “A few. This is only the second one I’ve been to. He had a pool party in June. It got a little out of hand.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “A couple of guys became really drunk and began fighting, before Jason broke it up. There was blood everywhere. They’re banned from attending any other parties though. Nobody else wants to cause any problems, so it should be a pretty mellow night.” 
 
    “What were they fighting about?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I heard they were playing Beer Pong. I’m sure they just got drunk and stupid.” 
 
    We parked and then got out of the car.  
 
    “Oh, wow. It sounds like he might have hired a band for tonight,” she said, as we heard music coming from the house. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    I slung my purse over my shoulder and began following her past the long row of cars. One of them was a familiar Mustang.  
 
    “Looks like Chase is here. I wonder if Mattie will be showing up,” Kara said, noticing it too. 
 
    “If she does, there might be more blood,” I mused. “ 
 
    “That’s right. They broke up.” Kara smiled. “I wonder if he’s here with another girl?” 
 
    My stomach twisted. As irritating as he was, the thought of Chase being there with a date made me ill. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” I murmured. 
 
    When we made it to the front door, Kara was about to knock when it opened on its own. Two people came stumbling out - a tall, muscular guy and a blonde who I recognized was friends with Mattie. They’d both obviously had started drinking pretty early on.  
 
    “Hey, Kyle. Shelly. You guys leaving already?”  Kara asked. 
 
    “No, we’re going for a… walk,” Kyle said with a mischievous grin.   
 
    Shelly giggled.  
 
    Kara winked. “Have fun.” 
 
    He picked up Shelly and started carrying her toward a tall, white, wooden gazebo that was in the corner of the yard.  
 
    “He’s going to drop her,” Kara remarked as we stared at them. 
 
     Kyle could barely walk straight as it was. I bit my lower lip, hoping he didn’t hurt her. Shelly was actually nice compared to the rest of the A-squad girls I’d found. She’d even smiled at me before in the hallway. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside.” Kara stepped through the front door and looked at me. “It sounds like everyone is in back.” 
 
    I followed her through the gorgeous home, even more in awe at the inside of the place. Everything looked expensive and it shocked me that Jason was even risking having such a party. I could only imagine what could get broken or go missing.  
 
    “Must be rough, huh?” Kara said as we walked up to the sliding glass door, which led to an enormous back yard.  
 
    My eyes widened. “Wow.” 
 
     It really was like being at a fancy resort.  There was a huge entertainment area with outdoor furniture, a fireplace, and an oversized barbecue. Beyond that was a large underground swimming pool with a waterfall and grotto.    
 
    We stepped outside and followed the line of bamboo torches to a Tiki bar, where we found Sonny serving alcohol. It was crowded and took us a while to get to him. Noticing Kara first, he smiled and started flirting with her. She pretended not to notice, which I thought was funny.    
 
    “What do you ladies want to drink? We have beer, wine coolers, or Schnapps,” he said over the loud rap music playing in the background.  
 
    Kara looked at me. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’ll just have a wine cooler,” I replied, remembering the promise I’d made to my grandmother. If I came home trashed, she’d never forgive me. Wine coolers were pretty tame.   
 
    She nodded. “Me, too.” 
 
    He opened up two strawberry ones and handed them to us. 
 
    “Thanks,” we said in unison. 
 
    “No problem. Thank Jason. He went all out.” 
 
    “We will,” she replied. 
 
    We walked away from the line and Kara started digging in her purse. “Shoot, I think I left my phone in the car,” Kara said, searching with her left hand. 
 
    “Should we go back and get it?” 
 
    She sighed. “No. Maybe later. It’s almost dead anyway. I forgot to charge it. I think my brain is almost dead today too,” she joked. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    We both turned around and there stood a guy I’d yet to meet, holding a tall mug of beer. A very hot one with blonde hair, pulled back into a small bun, and soft brown eyes. Tan and muscular, he was almost as good looking as Chase.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    “Oh, hey Jason. Great party,” Kara said smiling. 
 
    He grinned back. “Thanks. I try not to disappoint.” 
 
    “Well, you definitely didn’t tonight.” She looked at me. “This is Mackenzie.” 
 
    His eyes shifted to me. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good. Thanks for inviting me,” I said nervously, regretting the words as soon as they left my lips.  
 
    Inviting me? 
 
    I felt like such a dumb-shit. I glanced toward Kara who looked amused. 
 
    “No problem. Do either of you play Beer Pong? I’m up next and need a partner,” he replied. 
 
    “I’m driving, so I don’t want to get drunk. Mackenzie can do it though,” Kara said. 
 
    I blinked. “I can?” 
 
    “Excellent,” Jason said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    We followed him back into the house, to the basement. As we were descending the stairs, I could hear a multitude of voices cheering someone on followed by a roar of laughter. 
 
    “Bruce, you feelin’ okay, buddy?” a guy asked, sounding amused. 
 
    “Fuck you. Set ‘em back up again for another round,” Bruce replied. 
 
    I groaned inwardly.  
 
    He literally was the last person I wanted to run into. 
 
    “Hold up. My partner and I are playing next,” called Jason. He grabbed my hand and guided me into the entertainment room, where a group of guys surrounded a long table, lined at both ends with red plastic cups.  
 
    One of them was Chase. 
 
    Our eyes met. 
 
    His turned steely.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase 
 
      
 
    When Jason rounded the corner with Mackenzie, and Kara, I almost spilled my beer. Although I knew she’d be at the party, I’d been having so much fun that I’d temporarily forgotten about her and the bullshit. Now that we were face-to-face, I had to remind myself that the only way I could get back at her, and pay for the damage to my car, was to win the bet with Gus.  
 
    “Wait, which girl is going to be your partner?” Bruce asked. 
 
    Jason put his arm around Mackenzie’s shoulder. “She is. Mackenzie, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Fine. I get Kara,” Bruce said.  
 
    “I’m only playing if I don’t have to drink,” Kara said. 
 
    Bruce let out a long, obnoxious burp. “You’re drinking right now. What’s the difference?”   
 
    Before she could reply, I cut in. “Kara, you can be my partner. I’ll even drink for you.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “You haven’t seen me play. You might be crawling out of here.  You sure about that?” 
 
    “You haven’t seen me play either. I’m not worried.  Let’s set it up,” I said.  
 
    Mackenzie looked up at Jason. “Just a warning, I’ve never played before.” 
 
    “No problem, Gorgeous,” Jason replied. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
     Talk about trying too hard… 
 
    I couldn’t blame him though. She looked damn good, especially in the soft sweater she had on. I could almost feel it under my fingertips as I watched Jason stroke her shoulder lightly. Watching him touch her so familiarly was also starting to piss me off. 
 
    Blushing, Mackenzie shook her head. 
 
    He explained the rules. 
 
    “We have to drink the entire beer?” Mackenzie asked, not looking too sure. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re not filled all the way. You’ll be fine,” Jason replied. He still had his arm around Mackenzie’s shoulder. As much as I hated her for fucking with my head, I recognized that I was jealous. I didn’t want anyone touching her like that. It was infuriating.  
 
     “Maybe they should practice,” I said, wanting his hand off of her.  
 
    “Good idea.” Jason let go of Mackenzie. “You and Kara can practice while I go and fill up a couple of pitchers of beer. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Mackenzie. 
 
    Was it me or did she look relieved to have his arm off of her too? 
 
    Jason disappeared and we filled the cups up with water, to let the girls practice. As they were taking turns, Bruce pulled me aside. 
 
    “I take it Jason doesn’t know what Mackenzie did? He’s obviously going to try smashing her tonight.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said, clenching my jaw at the thought. I didn’t want him touching her before I won the bet. With every drink of my beer, I was more determined than ever to beat Gus. 
 
    “Maybe you should say something?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ve got other plans,” I replied, regretting the words as soon as they were out.  
 
    He looked at me curiously. “Really? For getting back at her?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’d better.”  
 
    Jason returned a few minutes later. Following him was trouble with a capital “M”. 
 
    Mattie. 
 
    And her hens. 
 
     From the looks her girlfriends shot me, they were all pissed off at me now, too.  
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I didn’t care. 
 
    I was just as tired of Mattie’s little groupies. They had no backbone. She could talk smack about them right to their faces and they’d smile and take it. If there was one thing I could appreciate about Mackenzie, besides her looks, was that she wasn’t a coward. She might be a lying bitch, but she certainly wasn’t afraid to stand up to Mattie. 
 
    Feeling tense, I took another gulp of beer. I knew from experience, especially if Mattie was drinking, my night wasn’t going to get any better. I thought about taking off but I wanted to  
 
    Mattie smiled coolly, when she saw me, but didn’t say anything. Instead, she walked directly over to Mackenzie and began talking to her as if they were old friends. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “I heard you’re going to be on Jason’s team,” Mattie said. 
 
    “Yeah. I hope he’s thirsty because I’m not very good at this,” Mackenzie said, laughing as she missed throwing another ball into one of the water cups. 
 
    “I’m always thirsty,” Jason said. “But… I don’t intend to lose.” 
 
    “Especially, if you’re playing against Chase.” Her eyes hardened as she stared at me. “You still seeing straight, Adams? I heard you played against Bruce last time.” 
 
    “Like Bruce could or would beat me. He loses on purpose so he can get shitfaced,” I replied.  
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bruce said. He gulped down some beer and let out another long burp.  
 
    Audra and Celine giggled. 
 
    Jason started refilling the cups with beer as I kept an eye on Mattie. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to pull, but knew she was up to something. She caught me staring and her lip twitched in amusement.  
 
     I turned to Jason and lowered my voice. “What’s going on with you and Brea?” Breanna was a freshman in college and had been his girlfriend since last summer. She was smart as hell and had even skipped a grade because of her IQ. 
 
    “Nothing. We broke up.” 
 
    “Why?”   
 
    “Long distance relationships aren’t my thing,” he replied and glanced over at Mackenzie, who was cheering on Kala as she practiced. “At least not tonight.” 
 
    In other words, he was definitely going to make a move. 
 
    “She’s dating Gus,” I murmured. “You know… from Lancaster.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fuck Lancaster and fuck him He’s not here tonight. Free game.” 
 
    Normally, Jason and I had similar mind-sets. If we liked a chick, and she was willing and able, we took advantage of it. Hell, I was definitely not saint. I’d cheated on Mattie, even when we’d been together. But, the thought of Jason fucking Mackenzie, before I got the chance, made me livid.   
 
    “You okay?” Jason asked with a funny smile. “You look like someone pissed in your Wheaties.” 
 
    I forced a smile to my face. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He looked over at Mackenzie and back to me again. “Oh, shit. I think I know what the problem is. Is that the girl who keyed your car?” 
 
    “From what I hear.” 
 
    “She admit to it?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    He smirked. “Maybe I’ll fuck the confession out of her.” 
 
    My eye twitched.   
 
    “Hey, let’s get this game going. I’m playing winner,” Bruce called out from the other side of the table. 
 
    “Hold on to your horses,” Jason replied, filling the last cup. When he was finished, he looked over at Mackenzie. “You ready to play?” he asked loudly. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    He looked at me and winked. “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 38 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could tell that Chase was still brooding about something. I wasn’t sure what it was, but knew it had to do with me. Every time he looked my way, his stare was frosty. And, I had no freaken idea why.  
 
    “You first, Beautiful,” Jason said, handing me two white balls.  
 
    Chase and Kara walked over to the other end of the table. Anxious, because everyone was watching, I threw one and then the other, missing both times. 
 
    I smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”  
 
    “No worries.” Jason took his turn and made both of his shots.    
 
    “Of course. Great job,” I said to him. 
 
    He smiled and winked at me. 
 
    “Drink up, Chase,” Mattie said loudly.  
 
    Chase grabbed one cup, downed it, and repeated.  
 
    “You wanna go first?” Kara asked him. 
 
    Chase wiped his mouth. “No. Go for it.” 
 
     “Okay. Remember… I warned you.” She tossed one and missed. The second one landed in a cup. 
 
    “Great job, Kara!” I called out. 
 
    “Hey, you’re rooting for the enemy,” Jason teased. “Just for that, you’re drinking that one.” 
 
    “Fine.” I grabbed the red cup and gulped it down quickly. Although I normally hated the taste of beer, I didn’t want to look like a wimp, so I pretended to enjoy it. 
 
    “It’s your turn again,” Chase called out.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said without enthusiasm. 
 
    “I say we make a new rule – if the girls want to give up their turn, they just have to give up a kiss,” Jason said, leaning back against the ledge behind him and smiling. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Chase said almost angrily. “That’s a stupid rule. No offense, Kara.” 
 
    “None… taken?” she replied with an amused look. 
 
    “Stupid or not – I’m throwing the party so it’s ‘House’ rules. If you don’t want to give up a kiss, just take the shot. It goes both ways.” Jason looked at me again and winked. 
 
    “I’m taking it. I need the practice. You know… for all the college parties I’ll be attending,” I mused. 
 
     Jason gave me a pouty look. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer.” 
 
    I laughed nervously and threw the first ball, missing again. I swore and took the next shot. This time, luck was on my side. It landed in the middle cup. 
 
    “Yes!” I said, holding up a fist. 
 
    “Nice,” Jason said. “I think you might hold your own at those frat parties.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied. 
 
    We ended up beating Chase and Kara.  Of course, I had to drink four of the cups and because I wasn’t used to drinking, found myself pretty buzzed by the time the game was over.  
 
    “Hey, bro. You good?” Jason asked Chase, when he finished his tenth beer. 
 
    He wiped his mouth and snorted. “Yeah. It’s just beer.” 
 
    “Maybe we should play with Schnapps if this is too easy for you,” Jason replied. 
 
    “Uh, maybe not,” Chase said. “I have to drive later.” 
 
    “Stay the night. In fact, you and Kara can, too,” Jason said, sliding his arm around my waist. “That way we can keep playing. Problem solved.” 
 
    I stiffened up. I didn’t know how I felt about Jason’s arm being around me. He was cute but I was definitely more attracted to Chase. I didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. “I can’t. My grandma knows I’m at a party,” I said.  
 
    Jason laughed. “First rule of partying, never tell grandma that you’re going to one.” 
 
    “Mine is pretty cool. She doesn’t care,” I replied. 
 
    “She’s right. He grandma is pretty cool,” Chase said. 
 
    “Oh, how sweet,” Mattie said. “You’ve met her grandmother?” 
 
    Chase gave her a dirty look. 
 
    Mattie looked at Jason.  “When are your parents coming home?”   
 
    “Not until Monday,” he replied.  
 
    “Lucky you,” Mattie said.  
 
    “Not as lucky as Chase with his bachelor pad,” Jason said. “Next party is at your place, right?” 
 
    Chase grunted. “Fuck no.” 
 
    “Sheesh,” Jason said, raising his eyebrow. “Are we being a sore loser?” 
 
    “No. I just don’t want to get kicked out. Besides, as far as I’m concerned, I didn’t lose. Hell, I could beat you easily one-on-one,” Chase replied. 
 
    Jason snorted. “Fine, next game will be me against you, bragger-boy.” 
 
    “It’s not bragging when it’s simply the truth,” Chase replied, clearly irritated. 
 
    “Relax. I’m just giving you shit. Maybe you just need to get laid. When was the last time you got a piece?” Jason said. 
 
    Chase gave him the finger. 
 
    Jason laughed. “Ouch. Sore subject. Mattie, you holding out on Adams or what?”  
 
    “We broke up. If someone’s holding out on him, it isn’t me,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Jason’s smile fell. “I didn’t know about that. Sorry. My bad. In defense, I was absent from school the last couple of days.” 
 
    “Nobody texted you? That’s a surprise,” Chase said dryly. “I figured that even Lancaster knew about it by now.” 
 
    “So, is this for good or are you two going to make up before the end of the night, like the last party?” Jason said. 
 
    This time even I was embarrassed for Chase and Mattie. From the expression on both of their faces, this wasn’t easy for either of them. 
 
    Chase scowled. “Not funny.” 
 
     “Sorry. I’ll shut up now,” Jason replied with a sheepish grin.  
 
    Bruce, who’d disappeared earlier, walked back into the room with two full pitchers of beer. “Who won?” 
 
    “Jason and Mackenzie,” Audra said. 
 
    He looked at Jason. “Looks like it’s you two against me and Mattie.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m done.” I wasn’t about to play any games against Bruce. It was hard enough being in the same room with the asshole. 
 
    Jason began pouting again. “What? I can’t play without my teammate.” 
 
    I laughed. “You made most of the shots.” 
 
    “So. You brought me luck,” he replied. 
 
    As cute as he was, I knew at that point that I definitely wasn’t interested in him. He was too much of a flirt and overly confident.   
 
    “Actually, I have to go to the bathroom,” I said to Jason, pulling away from him. “Where is it?” 
 
    He smiled. “I can show you.” 
 
    “I can find it myself,” I replied. “Stay and play another game.” 
 
    Jason stepped closer and lowered his voice.  “You can use my private bathroom. It’s just down the hallway and there won’t be a line. I’ll show you where it is.” 
 
    His bedroom?  
 
    Could he be more transparent? 
 
    “I really don’t mind waiting,” I said quickly. “Besides, I’m sure Kara needs to go too.” 
 
    Before he could reply, I walked over to where she was now having a quiet conversation with Mattie. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but I need you to come with me,” I said to Kara. 
 
    She slung her purse over her shoulder. “Okay. Where to?” 
 
    “Bathroom.” I stole a glance toward Jason, who I noticed was watching us. 
 
    Mattie swirled her orangish-red drink around with a straw. “There’s one down that hallway.” 
 
     “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    Mattie smiled. “It’s a Tequila Sunrise. It’s super yummy. You want a sip?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Thanks.” I looked at Kara. “Ready?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    We left Mattie, with her friends, and headed to find the bathroom. Unfortunately, the one down the hallway did have a long line. 
 
    “Looks like the party is really picking up,” Kara said, as more people walked down the stairs. 
 
    I leaned closer to her. “Yeah. To be honest, I don’t really have to go. I just wanted to get away from Jason.” 
 
    She smiled. “He was getting a little possessive back there.” 
 
    “Yeah. Talk about awkward.” 
 
    “No doubt. I actually have to use the bathroom, so it’s good that you pulled me away from Mattie. There’s one upstairs.”” 
 
    “Okay. So, what were you two talking about?” 
 
    “She was rattling on about Chase and how she hates him now.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not enough to stay away from this party.” 
 
    “No shit. That drink she has… it’s pretty strong, too. She’s going to get bombed. If he keeps playing Beer Pong, he will, too. I bet they actually will hook up tonight.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I said, the words leaving my lips accidentally. 
 
    She arched her eyebrow.  
 
    Crap.  
 
    “I mean, they obviously aren’t meant to be and it’s really getting old hearing about them and their problems.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    When we reached the bathroom, there was a small line. 
 
    “Told you,” said an amused voice behind us. 
 
    We both turned to find Jason standing there. Although it was his house, having him follow us made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. It was a little stalkerish. 
 
     “Follow me. You can use mine.” He turned around and began walking away. 
 
    “I guess that didn’t work out like you planned,” she murmured. 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    Jason led us back downstairs to a large bedroom decorated with sports memorabilia and posters of football players and cheerleaders.  
 
    “Wow, that is really cool,” Kara said, facing the other way. 
 
    I turned to look and saw a huge fish tank built into the wall.  
 
     “Thanks,” Jason said. He pointed to a doorway. “Bathroom is in there.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said to Kara. 
 
    She hesitated for a second, as if she was afraid to leave us alone.  
 
    “I’ll go after you,” I added. 
 
    Okay. “I’ll hurry.” Kara disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    Jason sat down on his bed and leaned back against his elbows. He smiled slowly. “So…” 
 
    I smiled back nervously. “So… nice room. Love your aquarium.” I walked over and began looking at the array of neon fish.  
 
    “Thanks. So, where are you from originally?” 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    “Wow. Big change. How do you like Diamond Lake so far?” 
 
    “The school or the town?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    I told him that it seemed nice enough. 
 
    “Yeah. Nice enough but boring as hell, right?” 
 
    I chuckled and turned around to face him. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    He stood up and walked over to me. “I would normally agree, but meeting you has made it a little more interesting.” He reached out and swept a strand of hair away from my face.  
 
    I frowned. Here we go. The big come on. “Thanks.” 
 
    He looked amused. “You think I’m full of shit, don’t you?” 
 
    I smiled. “I think you’re a major flirt.” 
 
    “Only when I want something very badly.” 
 
    “Look, I think you’re cute and everything, but I…” 
 
    “Am not interested,” he finished, looking disappointed. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Is there someone else?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Boyfriend?” 
 
    I decided to be honest. “No. Just this guy I really like. He doesn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “Is it Gus, from Lancaster?” 
 
    “No. We’re just friends.” 
 
    “Good. He’s a putz. Anyone will tell you that.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Does this guy even know you like him?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “He needs to know.” His eyes appraised me. “You’ve got to be the hottest girl in Diamond Lake. He’ll be stoked when he finds out.” 
 
    I blushed. 
 
    “Does he have a girlfriend?” Jason asked. 
 
    I thought about Mattie. Just because they were broken up didn’t mean they’d stay that way. “I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I’m jealous. What’s his name?” 
 
    I didn’t reply. 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “Not going to fess up, huh? Is he here tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe. Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Because if he’s into someone else, it might give me a better chance with you.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” He started naming off some of the guys at the party. When he got to Chase’s name, he must have seen something in my expression. 
 
    He nodded and sighed. “I knew it.” 
 
    I decided to play dumb. “What?” 
 
    “It’s Adams.” 
 
    I thought about lying but the tipsy part of me wanted someone to know. Maybe it was because I thought there might be a chance of it getting back to him. No matter the case, I was finally ready to admit it out loud - I liked Chase. A lot. 
 
    Even though he was a moody son-of-a-bitch. 
 
     “Yeah, fine. It’s him.” 
 
    He laughed and clapped his hands. “I knew it. Honestly, I think he likes you, too.” 
 
    I snorted. “Right.” 
 
    “You didn’t see the way he was staring at you. Especially when I had my arm around your waist. He looked pissed.” 
 
    “I think it’s because he’s mad at me for some reason.” I didn’t exactly know what it could be considering the car ordeal had been pushed aside. 
 
    Or had it? 
 
    “No, it was jealousy. I’m a guy. I know these things.” 
 
    Kara finally walked out of the bathroom. “What are you guys talking about?” 
 
    He looked at me. “She know?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Know about what?” Tara asked. 
 
    I sighed. Obviously, I had to tell her now. “I kind of like Chase.” 
 
    She grinned. “Well, duh.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “You knew?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. It’s only obvious,” Kara replied. “I knew from day one that you were crushing on him.” 
 
    “He likes her, too,” said Jason.  “I bet that’s why he broke it up with Mattie.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t like me,” I said firmly. No matter what Jason said, I just didn’t see it.  
 
    “We’ll see,” he replied. 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “What do you mean by ‘we’ll see’?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said innocently. 
 
    “Don’t you dare say anything to him,” I warned. 
 
    He grinned. “My lips are sealed.” 
 
    I recognized that look. It was full of mischief.  
 
    I just hoped that confessing to Jason wasn’t going to make matters worse. 
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    After Mackenzie and Kara disappeared, I went upstairs to get away from Mattie, who was getting on my nerves. Not only was she becoming loud and obnoxious, she kept shooting me dirty looks.  
 
    “Hey, bro, what’s happening down there?” Sonny asked as I made it to the top step. 
 
    “Beer Pong. Where’ve you been?” 
 
    “Outside by the pool, tending the bar. I’m done though. People are getting fucked up and I’m not going to be responsible for that shit.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “Where you off to?” 
 
    “Anywhere but back down there. Mattie’s getting trashed.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He looked down toward the lower level. “Is Kara down there?” 
 
    “Not that I saw. She was earlier. With Mackenzie.” I told him how we’d played Beer Pong.  
 
    He frowned. “She didn’t get trashed and leave already did, she?” 
 
    Sonny still had it bad for Kara. She was a challenge and he obviously wasn’t ready to give up. Personally, I thought he was wasting his time. Kara was stubborn and not easily manipulated. I knew of other guys who’d tried to score with her and failed. Rumor had it that she might even be gay. “She wasn’t drinking. I’m not sure if she left or not.” 
 
    “Okay.” He looked at my cup. “You empty?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go to the kitchen. I heard there’s more mixers in there.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    It was busy and loud in the kitchen. Several people were already getting drunk and it was obvious that they’d need to be cut off soon.   
 
    “Chase, man, are you going to race again soon?” one of the guys asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied. 
 
    “Your car would have smoked Gus’s,” he continued and then started talking about my Mustang and how kick ass it was. 
 
    “Thanks, man,” I replied. 
 
    “You still with Mattie?” someone else asked me. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” I said. 
 
    The group of guys he was with started talking about how hot she was and I walked away.  
 
    Sonny mixed us both rum-and-Cokes and we made our way toward the doorway. Before I walked out, a girl I’d once banged gave me a flirty grin. She was perched up on a counter, a bottle of wine between her thighs, and talking to one of her friends.  
 
    “Hi, Chase,” she said as Sonny walked out the door. 
 
    I paused.  “Hey, Lexie.” 
 
    She began twirling a strand of blonde hair around her finger. “I heard you and Mattie broke up.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You dating someone else?” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    Her eyes glittered. “I heard you moved into your own place. I’d love to see it sometime.” 
 
    I wasn’t interested in hooking up with her again, but I didn’t want to look like an asshole. “Sure. If I have a party, you’re invited.” 
 
    Her face brightened. “Okay. Cool.” 
 
    I left the kitchen and found Sonny heading toward the stairs. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    He looked back at me. “I just saw Kara going downstairs with the new girl.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    I followed him down and that’s when I saw Jason leading Mackenzie and Kara into his bedroom. 
 
    Sonny looked back at me. “What the fuck is going on there?”   
 
      I gritted my teeth. Jason wasn’t wasting any time.  I doubted he’d make his move with Kara in the room, but it still pissed me off. 
 
    “Maybe he’s giving them X?” Sonny said, staring toward the closed-bedroom-door with a scowl. “He told me he’d scored some. Kara doesn’t seem the type, but who knows?” 
 
    Images of Jason and Mackenzie having sex made me want to punch the wall. “He touches her and I’ll fucking kill him.” 
 
    Sonny’s eyes widened in surprise. “Which one?” 
 
    Before I could answer, we heard a familiar voice behind us.  
 
    “What are you two rambling on about?”  
 
    Mattie. 
 
    We both turned around and saw her standing in the hallway.  
 
    “Hey, Girl. How’s that drink I made you earlier?” Sonny said, walking over to her. 
 
    “Tasty. You make the best drinks,” she replied. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “You want another one?” 
 
     “Not yet.” She looked at me. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Sonny, looked at me. “I’ll be in there.” He took off into the entertainment room. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. I didn’t know which pissed me off more – Mackenzie being in Jason’s bedroom or Mattie.  
 
    Why couldn’t she just stay the fuck away from me? 
 
    She moved closer to me. “What if I told you a guy here wants to have sex with me?” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” I replied, wondering who he was so I could warn him about her craziness.  
 
    Her eyebrows knitted together. “It doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    I let out a weary sigh. “No. It’s over. You know that.” 
 
    Her face turned red. “It’s because of her, isn’t it?” she snapped. 
 
     Not this again.  
 
    “Give it up, Mattie. There’s nothing going on between us. In fact, she’s in Jason’s bedroom right now.” 
 
    Her eyes searched mine. “And that bothers you.” 
 
    I looked away. “Just get off my case. You’re making shit up in your head and it’s really getting old, Mattie. It’s exhausting.” 
 
    “You’re exhausting.” She turned on her heel and stormed away. 
 
    I sighed.  
 
    Women.  
 
    They really were nothing but trouble. 
 
    My cell phone vibrated and I noticed my old man calling. Not in the mood to talk to him, I didn’t answer. He left me a message, however.  
 
      
 
    I’m in Seattle right now but was wondering if you’d like to get together for brunch next Sunday?  Give me a call when you get this message.  
 
      
 
    I decided to return his call. Although I was still pissed about everything that had happened between us, he was still my old man. I loved him even if he was a prick.  
 
      
 
    “What are you up to?” he asked. “I hear music playing.” 
 
    “I’m at Jason’s,” I said, deciding not to lie. He had no reign on me anymore. 
 
    “He having a party?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He sighed. “Just be careful. The last thing you need is a DUI.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not going to get myself into trouble.” 
 
    “Okay. So, what about brunch?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can make it.” 
 
    “Good. Meet me at Brine’s around eleven. Next weekend” 
 
    “Sounds good.” He knew it was my favorite place to eat, so I knew he was definitely trying. 
 
    “I… I wanted you to know that I’ve made some changes. I’m going off the ‘roids.”  
 
    “Really?” It was the first time he’d even acknowledged that he’d been taking them.  
 
    “Yeah. Starting next weekend. I’m taking two weeks off of work, for withdrawals. I heard they can be bad.” 
 
    “Well, good luck.” 
 
    “I’m doing it for you. I know what I did was horse shit.” 
 
    I’d never heard him sound so emotional before and felt a glimmer of hope. “Thanks. You should be doing it for yourself though, too.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Well, I got to go,” I said, my own emotions building up. The last thing I needed was to get teary-eyed at a fucking party. It would be in the school newspaper by the next morning.  “I’ll see you Sunday.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Love you, Chase.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” I murmured and hung up. 
 
    As I was putting my phone away, the sound of Jason’s bedroom door opening caught my attention. I turned and watched as he walked out of his room, with Mackenzie and Kara behind him.  
 
    Seeing me, Jason grinned. “What’s up, Adams? You ready for that re-match?” 
 
    “Nah. What were you guys doing?” I replied, trying not to sound pissed off. 
 
    Jason put his arms around Mackenzie and Kara’s shoulders. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes and Mackenzie snorted. 
 
    “A guy can dream, right?” Jason said, chuckling. 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud crash from upstairs. It was followed by chants of “Fight. Fight. Fight.” 
 
    Jason swore and took off up the stairs. I quickly followed him. When we reached the kitchen, two guys were brawling on the floor, one of them being Bruce.  
 
    Jason and I pulled them apart. 
 
    “What the fuck? Not in the house!” Jason hollered. 
 
    Ignoring him, the guy he was holding back, Roger Samson, tried breaking away. His head was bleeding and there was broken glass on the tile. It looked like Bruce had slammed one of the liquor bottles over his skull.   
 
    “Knock it the fuck off. You’re bleeding. You need to get ahold of yourself,” I snapped.  I looked at Bruce. “And you, get the fuck out of the house and cool down.” 
 
    “Let me go and I will,” Bruce growled. 
 
    I released him and he stomped out of the kitchen. 
 
    “You good?” Jason asked Roger.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Jason let him go. “You need to get your head checked. The rest of you, out of the kitchen!” 
 
    The gawkers left. 
 
    Roger touched his skull and saw the blood. “Fucker.” 
 
    “What were you two fighting about?” Jason asked, picking up pieces of glass from the floor. 
 
    Roger looked at me but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What?” I handed him a towel.  
 
    He took it and dabbed at the blood. “It has something to do with Mattie.”   
 
    “What about her?” I asked. 
 
    It took him a few seconds to answer. “I walked in on them in one of the bedrooms.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, realizing that it was him she’d been telling me about earlier.  
 
     “They were getting busy.”   
 
    Bruce, Sonny, and I all had an agreement – never sleep with your friend’s girlfriend or his EX. Drunk or not, Bruce was desecrating our oath. 
 
    “Bruce and Mattie?” Jason asked, straightening up.  
 
     “You sure about this?” I asked. 
 
     “Hell, yeah.  She was already giving him a B.J.”  
 
     Fucking Bruce…  
 
    “So, that’s what started the fight?” Jason asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Pretty much. He followed me into the kitchen, threatening to kill me if I said anything. I told him to Fuck Off. He didn’t like that.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure it was Mattie?” I muttered.  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. She turned around and looked right at me.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “Damn.” 
 
    “Fuck it. We’re not together anymore,” I replied, although it still stung. I’d considered Bruce a good friend. As far as Mattie was concerned, it didn’t exactly surprise me.  
 
    “Still, he’s your ‘boy’. What the hell, man?” Jason said with a look of disgust. “You going to do something about it?”   
 
    I shrugged. “Fuck it. Like I said, we’re not together anymore. Let them have each other.” 
 
    Bruce walked back into the kitchen and we stared at each other for a few seconds. He lowered his eyes and looked at Roger. I could tell that he wanted to throttle the guy, but didn’t make a move. 
 
    “Can you leave us alone?” I asked Jason and Roger. 
 
    They both left. 
 
    “He told you,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Yeah. What the fuck? I thought we had an agreement.” 
 
    Our eyes met and he let out a ragged breath. “I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking with the right head. She wanted to talk about you and that’s why I was alone with her. The next thing I knew, she was on her knees and giving me a hummer. I was in too much shock to stop her." 
 
    “She just got down on her knees, huh?” I said, not sure if I believed it had gone that way. And it wasn’t shock that made him freeze up. As far as I was concerned, he was just as much to blame for not stopping it. 
 
    “Seriously, man. I think she just wanted to get back at you.” 
 
    I stared at him hard. Bruce was swaying obviously very drunk. I decided to give him a break. We’d been friends longer than Mattie and I had been together.  Plus, I knew her. She probably did do it to get back at me. 
 
    “I’ll let it go this time but if we’re going to stay friends, you can’t be fucking around with her,” I warned. 
 
    “I won’t, man. Seriously. Sorry I was a stupid, horny bastard and should have known better.” 
 
    The door opened and Sonny walked in. “Chase, you got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    “Pool. We need a fourth player. You in?” 
 
    “Who’s playing?” 
 
    “Me. You, Kala and Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, perking up.  
 
    “Good.” Sonny looked at Bruce. “Mattie is looking for you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Bruce muttered something and then walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    “I heard he and Roger were fighting. What was that all about?” Sonny asked. 
 
    I grunted. “You don’t even want to know.” 
 
    “Now I have to know.” 
 
    I began telling him as we left the kitchen. 
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    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
      
 
    After hearing the sounds of a fight echoing in the house, Kala and I decided to leave the party. People were getting drunk and obnoxious and we didn’t want to stick around. But, on the way out when we ran into Sonny. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t leave,” he said protested. “The party is definitely going to suck donkey balls if you two take off.” 
 
    We laughed. 
 
    In the end, he talked us out of it. Or, rather, Kala. As much as she pretended not to like him, I knew it was all an act. Especially when we started playing pool with him and Chase. Sonny began pouring on the charm and Kala gobbled it right up.   
 
    “So, Kala, are you going to the Sadie Hawkins Dance next weekend?” Sonny asked nonchalantly when it was her time to shoot.   
 
    Kala looked up at him from the table. “Wasn’t planning on it, why?” 
 
    “I need a date. I was wondering if you’d wanna go?” he said. 
 
    Kala took her shot and missed.  
 
    “I guess that’s a ‘no’?” Chase said, laughing.  
 
    Chuckling herself, Kala stood up straight. “Isn’t it tradition that the girl asks the guy out?” 
 
    “Yeah, but the girl I want to go with doesn’t seem to take the hints given to her,” he said. 
 
    Kala’s face turned red. “You seriously want to go with me?” 
 
    He looked amused. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I guess. I mean, if you really want to go,” Kala replied, still looking bewildered about the idea. “We can probably go. You know… together.” 
 
    “Woohoo!” He grabbed her around the waist, lifted her up, and twirled her around. “Dreams really do come true! Fuck Disney Land! We’re going to the Sadie Hawkins Dance” 
 
    “Put me down, you goofball,” she said, laughing. 
 
    Chase and I looked at each other, both grinning. 
 
    Sonny set her back down. “This calls for a drink. You want one? I’ll make yours light, since you’re driving.” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” she replied. “Very light though. In fact, I’d better come with you.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” he asked, a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    She snorted. “Not when you look at me like that.” 
 
    He laughed and looked at us. “You guys want anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” I replied. 
 
    “Me, too. I’m still finishing my Rum-and-Coke,” Chase said, motioning toward his glass. 
 
    “Okay.” Sonny and Kala walked away. 
 
    “Your turn,” Chase said, handing me the cue. 
 
    I leaned down and took my shot, pocketing two solid balls at once.  
 
    Chase’s eyes lit up. “Wow. That was awesome. You’re much better at pool than Beer Pong.” 
 
    “That was pure luck. I only meant to get the green on in.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. That was more than just luck. How did you learn to play?”” 
 
    I smiled. “My parents owned a pool table and my dad taught me a couple of things.” 
 
    He nodded with a solemn expression. “Cool.” 
 
    We finished up the game and I ended up beating Chase. 
 
    “I’m really impressed,” he said. “I was not expecting you to kick my ass like that. You want to play again? You know me – I have to have a rematch. Otherwise, I’m a sore loser.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sure. But only after those two return.” 
 
    He looked toward the hallway.  “If they ever do. I still can’t believe Sonny was able to talk Kala into going to the Sadie Hawkin’s dance. I didn’t see that coming either.” 
 
    “He’s obviously had a lot of practice.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, come on. He’s a major flirt. I’m sure he’s been out with half the school already.” 
 
    Chase smiled grimly. “He doesn’t date as much as people think. He was hurt a couple of years ago. His girlfriend cheated on him with Gus. Ever since then, he’s been afraid of commitment.” 
 
    “Gus? Really?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I tell you what, though, I’ve never seen him talk about another girl as much as he does about Kala. I think he really likes her.” 
 
    “I hope so because if he hurts her, he’s going to have to answer to me,” I said, only half-jokingly.  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll have anything to worry about. Speaking of dances, are you still going to the Lancaster one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied without much enthusiasm. 
 
    “Don’t look so thrilled,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m just not looking forward to it very much. I feel bad but I kind of wish I wouldn’t have agreed to go,” I admitted. 
 
    “Why’d you say ‘yes’ then?” 
 
    “It wasn’t expecting to be asked. He kind of took me by surprise. Now I’m worried that he’s going to read too much into it. I just want to be friends. Nothing more.” 
 
    He leaned down to take his shot. “Things will work out. Don’t worry about Gus.” 
 
    His answer seemed a little strange. “Why?” 
 
    Chase missed the side pocket and swore. He handed me the pool cue. “I just wouldn’t worry about stressing yourself out about it. I’m sure you’ll have a fun time.” 
 
    “Boy, for two people who supposedly don’t like each other, you spend a lot of time together,” slurred a voice. 
 
    We both turned around and there was Mattie. She looked pretty drunk.   
 
    I forced a smile onto my face. “Oh, hey.” 
 
    Mattie glared at me. “Oh, hey,” she mimicked.  
 
    Apparently, her alter ego had returned.  
 
    “Mattie, go find Audra,” Chase said firmly. 
 
    She looked at him. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re obviously hammered and should go home.” 
 
    She snorted. “Yeah, you’d like that wouldn’t you? Then you can really lay the charm on Bait Girl.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw.  
 
    “That’s enough.” Chase walked over and grabbed her by the elbow.  He looked at me, a frustrated expression on his face. “I’ll be back.”  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Chase guided her out of the room while she cussed and berated him. 
 
      I let another couple play pool and sat down on a nearby chair.  When Chase didn’t return, after several minutes, I headed back upstairs to look for Kara.  Not seeing her, either, I went back downstairs and bumped into Bruce. I was going to ignore him but then he mentioned that Kara wanted me to meet her down by the beach. 
 
    “The beach? Why?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “I think there’s a bonfire down there or something.” 
 
    I thought about texting her when I remembered she’d left her cell phone in the car. 
 
    “So, how do I get down to the beach?” I asked Bruce. 
 
    “I can show you.” 
 
    Screw that.  
 
    There was no way I was going anywhere with him.  
 
    “That’s okay. Just point me in the right direction.”  
 
    “Go out the front door, to the side of the house where the gazebo is. There’s a path behind it. It leads down the hill to the family’s private beach. Be careful and watch your step on the way down, though. It’s a little steep in some areas.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks. If you see Chase, could you tell him where I went? He might be looking for me.” 
 
    He nodded. “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    Bruce was right. The path was rocky, dark, and surrounded by trees. It was almost impossible to see anything.  
 
    I turned the flashlight on in my phone and followed it down the winding hill. When I made it to the bottom, and stepped out into the clearing, I knew there had to be some kind of a mistake. There wasn’t a “beach”. Just a small dock with a canoe tied to one of the posts.  
 
    Frowning, I was about to turn around, and leave when someone grabbed me from behind and clamped a firm hand over my mouth. 
 
    Frightened, I tried screaming and kicking, but the person was much bigger and stronger. 
 
    Bruce. 
 
    It had to be him. He’d tricked me. 
 
    “Stop struggling, Bitch,” a voice warned. It sounded mechanical. As if someone was using a synthesizer.  
 
     I reached my hand down and squeezed his junk as hard as I could.  
 
    Howling in pain, he let go of me and I took off. Unfortunately, it was so dark that I tripped on the path and fell down to my knees. He was on me in seconds pushing me to the ground from behind. I tried yelling for help, but he covered my mouth again. I bit down onto his hand and he let go of me, groaning in pain.  
 
    “Help!” I screamed. 
 
    He covered my mouth again and this time, I heard a crackling sound. It was followed by a sharp pain that traveled through my entire body. I couldn’t move for a several seconds. The pain was so intense, it felt like someone had hit me with a baseball bat. It was horrible. 
 
    “Resist and I’ll taze you again,” he warned, straddling me from behind. 
 
    Crying, I didn’t know what to do, only that I had to try and get away. Even if there was more pain involved. I didn’t know what Bruce intended to do with me, but the hell if I was going to make it easy for him.  
 
    “Got it?”  
 
    I nodded, my mind scrambling for some kind of plan of escape. I decided to pretend to be compliant until his guard was down. 
 
    He moved off of me and flipped me over. Expecting to see Bruce’s face, I was shocked to find a freaky silver alien mask staring down at me.   
 
    “You’re going to stay the fuck away from the A-squad. From Mattie. From Audra. Chase. From Sonny. From Jason,” he said, staring down at me with those huge, black alien eyes.  
 
    So, he was going to let me go... 
 
    I relaxed.   
 
    He went on. “From Tyler. From Mitch. From Bruce. Do you understand?” 
 
    I wanted to spit in his face. Knee him in the balls. Claw his eyes out. But he had the tazer and I just wanted him off of me. I clenched my jaw. “Yes.” 
 
    “And if you tell anyone about this, your grandmother will be the one to pay the price.” 
 
    Now that was going too far.  
 
    How dare he threaten my grandmother?! 
 
    “You lay one hand on her and you’ll be the one who is fucked,” I snapped. “Don’t you even think about hurting her!” 
 
    “Then you’d better behave.” 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Mackenzie, are you down here?” hollered Kara from the top of the hill. 
 
    “Remember, don’t you tell anyone.” He stood up and ran off into the darkness. 
 
    “Mackenzie?” Kara called out again. 
 
    “I’m here!” I cried hoarsely. 
 
    “Oh, thank God. We’re coming down!” she cried. 
 
    Trembling, I got up and brushed the dirt from my clothing. A few seconds later, I could see the light from someone’s phone making its way down the winding path.   
 
    “Did you get lost?” Kara asked, when she met me. 
 
    “Kind of. Where were you?” I wanted to tell them about Bruce but his warning scared me. I didn’t know exactly what he was capable of. Even if I called the cops, how could I prove anything? 
 
    “Down by the beach, waiting for you,” she replied. “Bruce said he told you to meet me there. I guess he gave you the wrong directions.” 
 
    My eyes widened in shock. “You talked to him?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “When?” I asked. 
 
    “Just now. Are you upset with me? I shouldn’t have left you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I guess I’m a little pissed at Bruce, though. He told me to take this path. He sent me on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “Yeah, he fucked up. He thought this was the one leading to the beach entrance. It’s on the other side though,” Sonny said. 
 
    Who in the hell had been in the mask?  
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about it. 
 
    We started walking back up toward the house, with Sonny shining his phone to light the way.  
 
    “So, you really were on the beach?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she looped her arm through mine. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I’m getting a headache. Would it be okay if we left now?” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay.” I could hear the disappointment in her voice. She wanted to stay and hang out with Sonny.  
 
    “I can call an Uber if you want to stick around. I don’t want to ruin your fun,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “No. We can leave. Really.” 
 
    She was too nice. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course.” 
 
    I still felt bad for making her leave, but there was no way in hell I was sticking around. I wanted to be as far away from the party, and the A-squad, as possible. I didn’t need a warning. 
 
    When we reached the yard, Chase met up with us. 
 
    “Oh, good. You’re okay. I tried sending you a text message but you must have missed it,” he said to me. 
 
    I licked my lips. “I must have.” 
 
    Chase studied my face, still looking concerned. “Did you get lost? There are a lot of paths around the property, so it’s not hard to do.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I tried digging for my phone, but couldn’t find it. Realizing that I must have dropped it down by the lake, I told him. 
 
    “I’ll go look for it,” he replied. 
 
    “I’ll come with and show you where I walked.” I looked at Kara. “We’ll be right back.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Sonny said with a lecherous smile. 
 
    Chase held out his hand to me. “Here, give me your hand. I don’t want you falling and spraining your ankle.” 
 
    I gave it to him and he began leading us back down, lighting up the path with his phone. 
 
    “So, what happened with Mattie?” I asked. 
 
    “We got into an argument and she disappeared. I think she might have left the party.” 
 
    “We’re actually leaving, too.” 
 
    He looked back at me. “Really? I was hoping you’d stick around for a while.” 
 
    “I know. I just have a headache.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I can give you a ride home. If you’re not staying, I’m not either.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. “Really? Why?”   
 
    “It’ll be boring without you.” 
 
     I smiled. “Oh.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay a little longer?” he asked. 
 
    Now that I knew he wanted me to, it was hard to leave. But, I was afraid. I had a feeling that the person who’d threatened me was still around, watching my every movement. Until I knew who it was, and if there was anything I could do about it, I had to be careful. For my grandmother’s sake as much as my own. 
 
    “I’d like to stay, but I really can’t,” I said softly. 
 
    “I get it. Watch your step,” he said, guiding me with the light. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “So, how did you end up down here?” he asked, when we reached the bottom. 
 
    “Bruce gave me the wrong directions.”  
 
    He shined the light toward the dock. “In his defense, I don’t think he’s been here very often. It was probably an honest mistake.” 
 
    “What about you? Do you know this place pretty well?” 
 
    He nodded. “Jason and I have been friends for a long time. We used to hang out as kids, so I’ve been here quite a bit. There’s your phone.” He pointed the light toward some rocks, where I’d dropped it. 
 
    I raced over and picked it up. “Who else does?” 
 
    He gave me a strange look. “I don’t know. I imagine Tyler and Mitch do too.” 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked curiously. I hadn’t seen them at the party. 
 
    Could it be one of them? 
 
    “I’m not sure. They must have had other plans tonight.” 
 
     I frowned. 
 
    “You’re asking a lot of questions. What’s going on?” 
 
    My gut told me to trust him. There was no way that he was involved. I just couldn’t imagine it. Feeling safe with Chase, I decided to tell him what happened. When he heard about the assailant, he was livid. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” he whispered angrily.  
 
    I snorted. “I wish I was.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know who’d do something this shitty. My mind is blown right now…” His voice trailed off. “But, it was Bruce who sent you down here.” Chase’s eyes hardened. “So, he must have known about it.” 
 
    Before I could respond, he grabbed my hand and led me back up the path quickly. When we reached the yard, he took out his car keys and handed them to me. “I want you to go and wait for me in the car. Lock the doors and don’t let anyone in.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Talk to Bruce. Find out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d even tell you the truth?”  
 
    It took him a little while to answer. “Maybe not, but I’ll know if he’s lying.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I replied. “That freak could still be out here somewhere.” 
 
    His eyes scanned the yard and woods. “Good point. Stay with me.” 
 
    As we headed toward the house, Kara and Sonny stepped away from the shadows of the gazebo. From the flushed look on her face, and the puffiness of her lips, it was obvious the two of them had been making out.   
 
    “Looking for us?” Sonny asked, sounding happy. 
 
    “No. We’re looking for Bruce.” He turned and looked at Kara. “By the way, I’m driving Mackenzie home.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “Uh, okay.” 
 
    “What do you want with Bruce?” Sonny asked curiously. 
 
    “Answers,” he replied. 
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    My blood boiled when I heard Mackenzie’s story. I was so hot, I could almost feel steam rushing out of my ears. Now, all I wanted to do was grab Bruce by the neck and make him tell me what the fuck was going on. Between what he’d been doing with Mattie, and the harassment of Mackenzie, I felt like he was a stranger to me. 
 
    “You’re pissed at Bruce?” Sonny asked, catching up to me.  
 
    I laughed coldly.  “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “What’s going on?”   
 
    “Ask Mackenzie,” I replied before disappearing into the house. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find him. He was in the kitchen, making out with Lexie, and neither of them noticed me.    
 
     “Bruce. We need to talk,” I said angrily. 
 
    He stiffened up, pulled away from Lexie, and turned around. “What’s up?” 
 
    I looked at Lexie. “I need you to leave.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped and she gave me a scathing look. 
 
    “Please,” I added. 
 
    With an over-exaggerated sigh, she grabbed her purse from the counter and stomped out of the kitchen.  
 
    Bruce, who looked like he was pretty trashed, swayed back and forth. “What the fuck, Chase? I was just about to get a piece.” 
 
    “First of all, you’re in the kitchen. There are better places. Second of all, I want to know what the hell is going on. Some fucker threatened Mackenzie down by the dock.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “What do you mean? Who?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” I told him what she’d relayed to me. 
 
    Bruce looked genuinely surprised. “Wow, that’s fucked up.” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s even more fucked up is that you sent her down there and then this shit happened.” 
 
    His eyes flashed angrily. “You’re not seriously blaming me, are you?” 
 
    “It’s quite the fucking coincidence, don’t you think?” 
 
    He raised his hands up defensively. “Bro, you saw me. I was up here the entire time. It definitely wasn’t me. Now, I’m sorry I gave her the wrong directions, but that doesn’t mean I had anything to do with that kind of bullshit.” 
 
     “You threatened her before. At school.” 
 
    Bruce let out a ragged sigh. “Yeah, I know. I was just trying to look out for Mattie. She told me that Mackenzie had been spreading shit and I wanted to make it stop. But, if I wanted to threaten her again, or anyone, I’d do it without a mask.” 
 
    He had a point. 
 
    Bruce definitely wouldn’t have worn a costume.   
 
    Now I didn’t know who was behind it, although… Mattie seemed like the next logical choice. She could have very easily talked someone into scaring Mackenzie. Possibly a guy not even in our group.  With the way she’d been acting lately, I didn’t know what to expect from her.  
 
    Jason walked into the kitchen. “Hey, guys. What’s up?” 
 
    I told him about what happened to Mackenzie and he scowled.  
 
    His eyes widened in alarm. “No shit? On my property? Do you have any idea of who it could be?”   
 
    “Someone who wants to keep her away from us,” I muttered.  
 
    “I think Mattie’s involved.” I looked at Bruce. “What do you think?” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly. “I guess it’s possible. She does hate Mackenzie.”   
 
    “The last time I saw her, Mattie could barely stand. She was wasted,” Jason said. “I don’t think it was her.” 
 
    “No, but she probably talked someone else into it,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe,” he replied. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” Bruce asked Jason. 
 
    Jason glared at him. “Don’t even try accusing me of this shit. I like Mackenzie. I wouldn’t fuck around with her like that. Whoever this is wants to scare the hell out of her and has some screws loose.” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “This is fucked up.” 
 
    “Maybe she should report it to the police?” Jason suggested. 
 
    “Nah. They’d bust the party. Besides, there isn’t anything they could really do that we couldn’t,” I replied. Not to mention, Mattie’s old man might show up and I didn’t need to deal with that shit 
 
    “Where is she?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Outside with Sonny and Kara. I’m going to drive her home,” I replied. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go and talk to her,” Jason replied. 
 
    The three of us left the house and headed over to my car, where Sonny, Mackenzie, and Kara were standing and talking. 
 
    “You okay?” Jason asked Mackenzie.  
 
    “He told you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason replied. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She looked at Bruce and her eyes turned to ice. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry I pointed you in the wrong direction. I didn’t mean to. I want you to know that I had nothing to do with the fucker who attacked you. Swear to God,” Bruce said. 
 
    I could tell from the way she was staring at him that she thought he was full of shit.  
 
    “Chase mentioned he had a mask and used a synthesizer?” Jason said. 
 
    Mackenzie looked at him. “Yeah. It was weird.” 
 
    “What was he wearing?” 
 
    “He was dressed in a black hoodie and blue jeans. That’s all I remember. Besides the mask,” she said softly. 
 
    “Was he wearing any cologne?” Kara asked. 
 
    Everyone looked at her. 
 
    Sonny smiled broadly. “Good question.” 
 
    “Yeah it is.” Chase looked at me. “Do you remember anything about the way he smelled?” 
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    They all stared at me expectantly. Unfortunately, all I could remember was the smell of his breath. I hadn’t thought about it until now. “It smelled like he’d been smoking pot.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned. That could be almost anyone here,” Bruce said, laughing. 
 
    Chase gave him a dirty look. “This isn’t a joke.” He looked at me. “Anything else? Was he a big guy?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Definitely athletic. He had the hoodie on so I couldn’t see what was hiding underneath. But, he was really strong.” I shuddered, remembering how he’d subdued me. “I couldn’t move.” 
 
    Kara threw her arms around me and gave me a hug. “God, you must have been so frightened.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, appreciating the comfort. She really was a good friend. “Yeah. It was scary. Thank God you guys started calling for me.” 
 
    “What if this asshole is watching us right now?” Bruce said, looking toward the woods. “Maybe we should go on a little stakeout?” 
 
    I still didn’t believe that Bruce wasn’t in on it. Although he was acting innocent, that meant nothing. For all I knew, he could be in the drama club. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think so,” Sonny said. “You’ll fall on your ass halfway down the path. How much have you been drinking?” 
 
    Bruce flipped him off. “I’m fine. Worry about yourself, douchebag.” 
 
    Sonny snorted. “Famous last words before your drunk ass stumbles into the lake and you’ll be the one needing to be saved.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Bruce said dryly. 
 
    Chase looked at me while the other two kept arguing. “I think I should just take you home. Chances are this guy is long gone anyway.” 
 
    “Or, he’s back in the party acting like nothing happened,” Kara said. 
 
    Jason scratched the side of his face and looked toward the house. “Did anyone notice a guy wearing a plain black hoodie?” 
 
    None of us had paid much attention. 
 
    “My eyes were focused on the honeys,” Bruce said with a crooked grin.  
 
    “I’m going back into the house and see if anyone is wearing one,” Jason said. “You take Mackenzie home and if I find out anything, I’ll text you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Chase said. 
 
    Kara and I said our “goodbyes” and then I got into Chase’s car with him. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” I said, as we headed away from the house.  
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    I thought back to everything he’d been drinking. He seemed sober. “So, you’re okay to drive, right?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah. My tolerance is pretty high and I never did finish that Rum-and-Coke Sonny had made me. Not to mention, what happened to you sobered me up pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    A silence settled between us and I started thinking about the guy who’d attacked me again. 
 
     “I know it has to be someone from the A-squad,” I said out loud. 
 
    “I’m sure. I just wish I knew who it was. Hopefully, something will leak and I’ll find out who did it and beat the fuck out of him.” 
 
    I glanced at Chase’s bruised eye. I had a feeling he really would do it too. He obviously wasn’t one to back down from anything. 
 
    “I just can’t believe the lengths this person is going through to keep us apart.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “I mean, to keep me away from you, Mattie, the others,” I added quickly. 
 
    “Yeah. What time do you have to be home by?” 
 
    “Midnight.” 
 
     “Do you want to stop by my dad’s place and talk for a while? It’s just up the road and he’s out of town.  Maybe we can figure this thing out together.” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied.  
 
    When we pulled up to the house, I couldn’t see much but could tell it was one of the nicer cottages in Diamond Lake.    
 
    Chase parked the car and we both got out.  
 
    “It’s a nice night. Let’s go and talk in the boathouse.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He led me around back and we walked down to the two-story boathouse. Just like the cottage, it was painted gray with white trim, and looked very inviting.  
 
    We climbed the stairs to the top floor and walked inside.  
 
    “Wow,” I said, looking around. There was a small kitchenette, a log futon, and a couple of rocking chairs with matching wildlife upholstery. From the décor in the boathouse, I could tell his dad was probably and outdoorsman.  
 
    “We use this as a guest-house.” 
 
    “Is your dad a hunter?” I asked, looking at the large buck’s head on the wall.  
 
    “He used to be. He spends most of his time traveling or in the gym these days.” 
 
    “What about you? Do you like to hunt?” 
 
    “I like to fish. I’m not much of a hunter. I don’t even like the taste of deer meat. My dad loves wild game.” 
 
    “I’m not much for the taste either,” I admitted.  
 
    “There’s a bathroom over by the kitchen, if you need to use it.” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I walked over to the futon and sat down.    
 
    “You want something to drink?”   
 
    “Sure. Do you have any water?” 
 
    “I think so.” He went to the refrigerator, and pulled out two bottles. He walked over and handed one to me. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Chase went over to the windows and opened them all up before sitting down next to me.   
 
    The breeze from the lake felt good and the view in front of us was beautiful. Especially with the moon shining down against the water.  Feeling a little anxious about being alone with him, especially in such a romantic setting, I began talking about the party again.  
 
    “Mattie has to be involved. You know that, right?” 
 
    He stared off toward the lake and nodded. “I’m starting to think so, too.” 
 
    “She was probably only being nice to me at school to throw me off.” 
 
    He snorted. “Yeah, that was kind of surprising. Especially after all of the shit she said about you.” 
 
    “Yeah. I knew it was too good to be true.” I told him about what happened early in the morning and how she apologized for being so horrible.  
 
    “That’s a new one. I’ve never heard her apologize to anyone she’s antagonized before.” 
 
    “And she does it a lot, obviously.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    I had to wonder why he would want to be with such a cruel, heartless bitch. Of course, she was drop-dead gorgeous and that must have blinded him. 
 
    I took a drink of water. “You know, maybe that guy who blamed me for damaging your car is the guy who attacked me.”   
 
    “Jack Freemont? Huh.” Chase scratched his shadowed jaw. “That’s actually an interesting theory. He is always wearing hoodies. And, Jack isn’t huge, but he’s a lot bigger than you are.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re on to something,” I said, perking up. “Mattie could have put him up to it.” 
 
    “I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    He went quiet again, just staring toward the rolling waves. I could tell that something was bothering him.  
 
     “You know I didn’t touch your car, right?” 
 
    Chase looked at me.  
 
    “If you think I did, you’d better tell me right now,” I said.  Trying to convince him of my innocence was becoming exhausting.  
 
    He sighed. “Jack Freemont actually called me last night-” 
 
    “And said he’d made a mistake?” 
 
    “No. He wanted me to know that it was definitely you.” 
 
    I growled in the back of my throat. This guy was definitely out to get me.  “He’s a lying asshole. He’s making it up. I swear to you on my grandmother’s life that I did not key your car.” 
 
    “Relax. I believe you.” 
 
    “You said that last night, too. Are you sure about that?” I asked, staring into his eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that why you were being such an asshole earlier today?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Wow, that’s harsh.” 
 
    “But, true. Don’t deny it.” I sighed. “Why didn’t you just confront me about Jack calling you last night?” 
 
    He tilted his head and stared off toward the lake again. “Because he sounded sincere. And I didn’t think he’d have any reason to lie.” 
 
    “I don’t know why either, but he’s making this shit up. It’s really pissing me off.” 
 
    “Same here.” He went quiet again and then looked at me. “He’s Audra’s younger brother. Maybe she put him up to it?” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me right now? You didn’t think about mentioning that?” 
 
    “Sorry-” 
 
    “This whole time I’ve been going crazy, wondering why Jack, someone I don’t even know, would blame me for keying your car. And now you’re telling me that he’s Mattie’s best friend’s little brother. Seriously, Chase. You didn’t put two-and-two-” 
 
    Before I could finish, he leaned forward and kissed me hard on the lips. Not expecting it, I froze for a few seconds and then began kissing him back. 
 
    Groaning in the back of his throat, Chase pulled me into his arms and became more aggressive with his tongue. Not having a lot of experience myself, I opened my mouth and let him take over.  
 
    And damn… did he know how to kiss a girl… 
 
    Soon, I was matching his kisses with my own, our tongues teasing, dancing, and exploring.  Nobody had ever kissed me so passionately and it was awakening things inside of me I’d never noticed before. 
 
    Suddenly, Chase pulled away, breathless. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why? Because of Mattie?”  
 
    He rubbed his hands up and down my back. “No. Fuck her. It’s just…” 
 
    My stomach tightened. “There’s someone else?”   
 
    “No,” he said, almost vehemently. “There’s just… you. Ever since we first met… you’re all I can think about…” 
 
    Delighted, I grinned like a fool. “So, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Not anymore.”  He pulled me down to the futon mattress, kissing me hungrily, and taking my breath away. His hands moved to my buttocks and I moaned as he rubbed his pelvis against mine.  
 
    Caught up in the moment, I slid my fingers over his muscular chest, down his abs, to the waistband of his jeans. I pulled out his T-shirt and slipped my hands under the material, touching muscular, warm skin. His abs were hard and trembled slightly under my fingertips as I explored his skin.  
 
    “Mackenzie,” he rasped, sucking in his breath as my hand slipped lower, to the edge of his jeans. 
 
    Trembling myself, I paused. 
 
     I was about to go into unexplored territory and knew things were happening fast. 
 
    Too fast. 
 
     But, I could feel how much he wanted me. Knowing that I was causing him such desire was thrilling. Seductive. Hotter than Hell. I just didn’t know how far I wanted it to go. In the back of my mind, I knew I should stop.  But, I ached to feel his hands all over me and wanted to know what all the fuss was with sex.  
 
    “You okay?” he whispered, his eyes luminous in the darkness. 
 
    “I’m great.”  
 
    “You’re beyond that.”  
 
    Chase tangled his fingers through my hair and brought our lips back together. Kissing me, his hands moved under my shirt, to my breasts.  He brushed both of his thumbs across my lace-covered nipples, circling and teasing the buds, causing a sensation felt all the way to my sex. Next, he unclasped my bra, freed my breasts, and pulled my shirt. He lowered his mouth to my nipples.  His tongue was hot and demanding, fueling the desire burning inside of me.  
 
     Panting, I felt his hand move down to my jeans. He paused for a second and not getting any resistance from me, Chase unbuttoned them. I sucked in my breath as his fingers slid to my wet panties. Feeling my excitement, he growled in the back of his throat, pushed the fabric aside, and began rubbing my clit.    
 
     “You’re so wet,” he growled against my neck before moving us to a better position so that he could gain better access. His fingers moved under the fabric and I moaned.   
 
    Caught up in the moment, I unbuttoned his jeans, wanting to feel him. His breath hitched in his throat as I pulled the zipper down and touched the outside of his Jockey’s. I slipped my hand under the fabric and wrapped it around his penis. It was so thick and long, I couldn’t imagine it fitting inside of me. I began sliding my hand up and down the shaft, making him growl in the back of his throat. Meanwhile, his fingers were still under my panties, strumming and rubbing and causing feelings I’d never felt before. It began to build up higher and higher until I didn’t think I could handle the sensation anymore. But then all at once, something inside of me spasmed, followed by a release of ecstasy.  It washed through my body, affecting every inch of me. 
 
    Gasping in pleasure, and still holding onto Chase’s, I felt him jerk violently in my hand. It was followed by a groan and then a rush of warm liquid that spurted out and over my fingers.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, after catching his breath. Still dazed from my first orgasm, I told him it was okay. 
 
    We lay there for several seconds and then Chase pulled his Jockeys back up and zipped up his jeans.  
 
    “Let me get you something to clean up with,” he said, standing up. He walked over to a small cabinet and pulled out some wet-wipes and napkins.  
 
    “Well, that’s convenient,” I joked as he handed them to me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know, being prepared for anything.” 
 
    “Oh.” He chuckled. “Honestly, I’ve never had sex here.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. I truly wanted to, though.   
 
    He sat down next to me. “Have you ever-” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted. 
 
    He smiled. “You didn’t let me finish.” 
 
    “I’ve never had sex and I’ve never had an orgasm,” I said bluntly. “Is that what you were going to ask?” 
 
    Chase chuckled. “No. I was going to ask if you ever thought this would happen. Between us.” 
 
    My cheeks turned red. “No.” 
 
    “Me neither.” He lay back against the sofa. “I hope you don’t take this wrong but… are you a virgin?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Then I’m glad we didn’t go all the way.” 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    He smiled softly and touched my knee. “I want your first time to be special. Not a quickie in a boathouse.” 
 
    I grinned back. “It is a nice boathouse.” 
 
    “Not nice enough for that.” He pulled me against him and kissed me again. “Or you.” 
 
    A warm flush spread through me and I knew I was in danger of falling hard for Chase. I hoped that he wasn’t just saying what he was for sex.  
 
    A comforting quietness filled the room as we both stared outside at the lake.  After a few minutes, he traced his thumb across my forearm and asked me about my bracelets.  
 
    “You wear them all the time. Did your parents give them to you?” he asked softly. 
 
    I stared at the leather straps. I wasn’t ready to tell him about my suicide attempt. The scars were embarrassing. I didn’t want to go there with him. Not yet, anyway. “No. I…” I swallowed. “I bought them after they died.” 
 
     “Ah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I think they’re cool. I was just wondering if they meant something special.” 
 
    “Not really,” I replied. “I just like wearing them.” 
 
    Suddenly, Chase’s phone started ringing. He looked at the screen and frowned.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    He put his phone away. “Nothing. Wrong number.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Chase stood up and held his hand down to me. “I should probably get you home so Grandma Rae doesn’t evict me.” 
 
    I grabbed it and stood up. “Ah, I think I know what all of this is about,” I teased. “You’re being so sweet because of my grandma. You want her on your good side.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “Damn, you caught me. Although, if she found out what we were doing in my boathouse, she’s kick my ass out of the studio.” 
 
    I laughed. “Probably. Although, I think she likes you. She might pretend she didn’t know about it.” 
 
    “I doubt it. She’s very protective of you. I can see it in her eyes when she talks about you.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    We walked out of the boathouse, up to his car, and got in. 
 
    “So, are you still going to the dance with Romeo tomorrow night?” he asked, starting the engine. 
 
    I chuckled. “You really don’t like him do you?” 
 
    “I just don’t want him putting his hands on you.” 
 
    “Wait, are you getting possessive already?” I teased. 
 
    “Already? I was about ready to kick Jason’s ass when he had his arm around your waist earlier.” 
 
    Flattered, I smiled. “He knows I like you.” 
 
    Chase looked surprised. “How?” 
 
    “I admitted it at the party.” 
 
    “Seriously? And you couldn’t tell me?” he said jokingly. 
 
    “I think you figured it out all on your own.” 
 
    Chase gave me a devilish grin. “I don’t know. I might have to do some more investigating. What are you doing Sunday?” 
 
    “Working.” 
 
    “What about next weekend?” 
 
    “I’ll check my schedule.” 
 
    He laughed. “Okay. Pencil me in there somewhere.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
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    After dropping Mackenzie off at home, I pulled my cell phone out and saw there was a message from Gus. He’d called me when we’d been in the boathouse, which was why I hadn’t answered. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Gus said, his tone tight on the voicemail. “Call me as soon as you get this.” 
 
    It was obvious that he was pissed. I wondered if he’d heard about the party. News and gossip traveled fast. I called him and sure enough, he confirmed my suspicions. 
 
    “You fucking owe my money,” he said. “You were supposed to stay the fuck away from her and I heard you actually gave her a ride home.”  
 
    “Yeah. I know. I’ll pay up.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “You’re giving in that easily?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He laughed harshly. “I bet you even fucked her didn’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Not that it’s any of your business, but we did fool around a little,” I admitted.  
 
    “Just fooled around,” he repeated dryly.  
 
    “You should actually be thanking me. She only likes you as a friend. You had zero chance of scoring with her.” 
 
    “She agreed to go to dance with me. Even bought a dress, from what I hear. That doesn’t sound like someone who just wants to be friends.” 
 
    “Tell yourself whatever you want. She’s not into you. She likes me.” 
 
    “You’re pretty sure of yourself. I bet I can make her do a one-eighty.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re not going to have sex with her. We almost did tonight,” I said, angry that he wanted to continue the bet. “And, eventually, it’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Unless I get there first.” 
 
    Jealousy burned deep in my stomach. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Look, Adams… the bet is still on. Only this time… there are no rules.” 
 
    “No. It’s over. I’ll pay you the fucking cash tomorrow if you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money. This wager us now strictly for fun. I’m taking her to the dance tomorrow night. Since you already bent the rules, I don’t have to stand her up.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. 
 
    He continued. “And, if you try to interfere, I’ll make sure she finds out about our little bet.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he was being this much of an asshole. “I’ll just deny it.” 
 
    “Deny it?” He chuckled. “When placing bets like ours, one should always be thinking ahead. I know I did.” 
 
    “Okay?” Whatever the fuck that was supposed to mean. 
 
    “I recorded our conversation at the diner.” 
 
    I growled in the back of my throat. “Sonny is right about you. You really are a prick.” 
 
    “Never claimed I wasn’t. I’d get off your high horse, though. You went into this bet, swearing you’d abide by the rules, and you didn’t even last a week.” 
 
    “Touch her and you’re dead,” I snapped.  
 
    He snorted. “Wow, she must be hiding something special under those clothes for you to be this jealous.” 
 
    “I’m serious. It’s over. Leave her alone. Or else.” 
 
    “Watch yourself Adams. I will let her hear the tape. She’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    “Or you.” 
 
    “I guess it all depends on how I present everything to her. I’m sure she’ll be more forgiving to the person who ‘fessed up because they felt guilty.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this? I said I’d pay you.” 
 
    “Some things are worth more than money. Like beating a Diamond Lake dick.” He hung up on me. 
 
    Swearing, I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat. I wanted to call Mackenzie and confess everything. But, I’d fuck myself in the process.  I didn’t know if I was willing to risk losing her for good. 
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    I fell asleep with a smile on my face and woke up yearning to be with Chase. Every time I thought about him, my stomach filled with butterflies and my heart danced.  
 
    “You’re in a good mood this morning,” Grandma Rae said when I walked into the kitchen humming. “And, it’s not even eight a.m. What happened to my granddaughter? Are you some alien who’s taken over her body?” 
 
    I laughed. I normally slept until almost ten on the weekends. Sometimes later. But, I couldn’t stop thinking about last night and couldn’t wait to see Chase again.   
 
    “So, tell me about the party,” she said, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “Was it fun?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was okay.” 
 
    “I noticed you got a ride home from Chase last night. What happened to Kara?” 
 
    I told her how she’d wanted to stay longer to be with Sonny. 
 
    “And he volunteered to take you home?” She looked impressed. “He’s a good boy. I like him.” 
 
    I smiled. “I do too.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed slightly. “He is a good boy, right? He didn’t try taking you back to the studio so he could have his way with you?” 
 
    I laughed. “Grandma, chill out. No, he didn’t take me back there. But, you should probably know that we might start hanging out a lot more.” 
 
    At least I hoped so. 
 
    “As in as friends or dating?” 
 
    “Dating.” 
 
    “What about Gus?” 
 
    “I told you before, Gus and I are friends. That’s it.” 
 
    “Just don’t break the poor guy’s heart.” 
 
    I laughed. “Right.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to have a lot of luck with girls. His mother and I still talk quite a bit. He’s had his heart broken more than once.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip. Had I made a mistake accepting the date? 
 
    “I’ll just have to be honest with him up front,” I said, walking over to the refrigerator. I opened up the door and took out a cup of blueberry yogurt.   
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Grandma looked at the time. “I have to get going. I’m going to close the shop early so that I can see you all dollied up before you leave.” 
 
    I sat down at the table and peeled the top off of the yogurt. “Okay.” 
 
    She grabbed her keys from the counter. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    “Will do. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Kiddo.” 
 
      
 
    After eating breakfast, I ran upstairs and took a shower. When I was finished, I slipped on a pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt and then headed back downstairs where I’d left my phone charging. When I unhooked it from the charger, I noticed that Chase had left me a text to call him. I quickly dialed his number. When he answered, I smiled automatically. Just hearing his voice made me giddy. 
 
    “Are you busy?” he asked, his voice guarded. 
 
    “Yeah. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “We need to talk. Have you spoken to Gus today?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    He was silent for a few seconds and then asked me to do something that caught me off guard. 
 
    “You want me to avoid him?” I repeated. “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I get there. Just… don’t answer his calls, okay?” 
 
    What the hell was going on? And, why couldn’t he just tell me over the phone?  
 
    My stomach felt like it was in knots. I was almost afraid of what he was going to tell me. 
 
    Had someone died? 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He arrived a short time later, his expression unreadable.   
 
    I asked him if he wanted something to drink. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe a stiff drink?” 
 
    Where was the guy from last night? The easygoing one with the twinkle in his eyes? There was so much tension between us right now, I didn’t know what to think.  
 
    “Sorry, my grandma doesn’t keep any booze in the house.” 
 
    Chase ran a hand briskly through his hair. “I was just kidding anyway. I’ll take some water though. I have cottonmouth from drinking last night.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    I led him into the kitchen and took out a bottle of water from the refrigerator. I handed it to him and he twisted off the cap.  
 
    The silence between us seemed deafening. 
 
     “So, who died?” 
 
    “You’re going to wish it was me,” he said before taking a drink from the bottle. 
 
    Now he was scaring me. “Why?” 
 
    He leaned against the counter but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Come on. The suspense is killing me,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    He let out a ragged breath. “Gus and I placed a bet,” he said, unable to meet my eyes. “A stupid one.” 
 
    “To race again?” 
 
    “In a way, I guess you could call it a race.” 
 
    “Okay? So, why am I supposed to avoid his calls? What does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “It was about you.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Me?” 
 
    “We placed a bet on who…” He paused for a few seconds. “On who could score with you first.” 
 
    I felt like he’d just slammed a baseball bat into my stomach.  
 
    Had I heard him right? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was a stupid bet. I felt like shit right after we agreed to it.” 
 
    “And when was that?” I asked, trying not to cry. I felt so betrayed and used. So mortified that what had happened between us last night had been part of a bet.  
 
    “The night of the race. At the diner.” 
 
    I thought back to that evening. The very next day, Gus had called and asked me to the dance.  I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “You two actually sat there and placed a bet on who’d have sex with me first?”   
 
    “I only agreed to it because I needed the money.” 
 
    It sounded like a crock of shit. His father was obviously wealthy. He had a job. “How much was the wager?” 
 
    “One thousand dollars.” 
 
    I laughed coldly. “Well, I guess it could have been worse. I almost expected you to say a dollar.” 
 
    “You’re worth more than the wager. You’re worth more than-” 
 
    “Stop.” I raised my hand in front of my face and closed my eyes. Tears were trying to escape and I didn’t want him to see. I was humiliated enough. “Please.” 
 
    Chase tried pulling me into his arms but I shoved him away. 
 
    “Don’t you dare fucking touch me!” I backed away.  
 
    “Mackenzie, listen to me. I told him I’d give him the money. I wanted out.” 
 
    “You want out? I’ll give you out. Get the hell out of my house!” 
 
    “I never intended to hurt you. I swear to God, I just wanted to come clean. I know what a shitty thing it was.” 
 
    “You really are a rotten, selfish, asshole,” I walked out of the kitchen and he followed me to the front door. I opened it up and turned around to face him. “Get out of here. Now.”   
 
    “I know you’re angry. You have every right to be. I just want you to know that what happened last night had nothing to do with the bet. In fact, I was supposed to stay away from you until after tonight.” 
 
    “Leave,” I repeated, not caring about the formalities. 
 
     Our eyes held and then finally, he hung his head and walked out the door. 
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    Seeing Mackenzie’s teary eyes had been the hardest. I knew I’d hurt her deeply. Had humiliated her. I felt like the biggest loser on the planet.  
 
    Fucking Gus. 
 
    Why couldn’t he have just taken the money? 
 
    But, no. The crazy fucker was doing this for fun. I thought I was a selfish asshole. He made me look like a choir boy. 
 
    I picked up my phone, determined to call and let him know that I’d confessed everything. But, I decided against it.  
 
    He’d made his bed. He may as well lie in it.  
 
    I was pretty sure that he’d try explaining himself, to Mackenzie, with lies. There wasn’t anything I could do but warn her one last time of what a dirty, conniving prick he was. So, I sent her a text, telling her that Gus had no idea I’d come clean. I also told her that he’d refused to end the bet.  Even as I typed the message, both of our actions made me sick to my stomach. Especially seeing it from her perspective. 
 
    Mackenzie didn’t answer me back, which I half-expected. I just hoped that in time, she’d learn to forgive me, even though it was probably more than what I deserved. 
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    I read Chase’s text. The idea that Gus was still planning on trying to get down my pants made me livid. I was about to call, and rip him a new asshole, when the idea of revenge sounded much better. 
 
    He liked games?  
 
    I had one for him.  
 
    But first, I needed help to pull it off. 
 
    I grabbed my phone and called Kara. I told her about the bet between Chase and Gus. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me?” she replied angrily. 
 
    I grunted. “I wish I was.” 
 
    She told me how sorry she was that I’d been used like that and asked if I wanted her to come over. 
 
    “Yeah. I was hoping you’d do that.” 
 
    “Okay. Did you call Gus and tell him to fuck off?” 
 
    “Actually, I have something else in mind. I just need your help.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    I told her what I was thinking and she chuckled.  
 
    “Do it,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll need your help.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m totally in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara came over an hour later, and we plotted out a plan for the evening. One that would be challenging but doable. 
 
    “I wish we could make Chase pay too,” she said, laying back on my grandmother’s sofa. “He’s getting off too easily.” 
 
    Just hearing his name made my heart ache. It was hard to believe I’d fallen for him so hard and so quickly.  
 
    “I know. It makes me sick,” I murmured, trying not to think about last night. My only consolation was that we hadn’t gone all the way. If I’d have given him my “V” card, I’d have really been devastated.  
 
    “Chase had better hope he doesn’t run into me anytime soon. I feel like ripping him a new asshole.” 
 
    I chuckled and then asked what happened between her and Sonny. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “We kissed a little. I doubt anything else will happen between us though.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Why not.” 
 
    “He’s just too full of himself. Not to mention, he’s best friends with Chase. How am I supposed to trust him after what he did to you?” 
 
    I wanted to tell her that she shouldn’t hold what Chase did to me against Sonny, but for all we knew, Sonny was a jerk, too. “Good point.” 
 
    “So, do you think Gus will show, or have a guilty conscious?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “I hope he shows. He definitely deserves what I have in store for him.” 
 
    She smiled. “Agree. Are you sure that you won’t chicken out?” 
 
    I hoped not. “I’ll just keep reminding myself of what he wanted from me and why.” 
 
    “Good idea. Just stay focused on the ‘why’ and it will get you through it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to keep your phone around, in case I need you.” 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry. You don’t think that Chase talked to him yet, did you? Maybe he mentioned telling you about the bet?” 
 
    “I should probably check.” I pulled out my phone and texted Chase, asking him.  
 
      
 
    Chase: No. 
 
      
 
    Me: Okay. I’d like to confront him myself. 
 
      
 
    Chase: Understandable.  
 
      
 
      I saw him typing again.  
 
      
 
    Chase: I know you hate me right now and I deserve it. But, I want you to know that I’m here for you if you need me.  
 
      
 
    I was still too angry to accept anything from him.  Including an apology. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grandma Rae returned home about five-thirty and Kara was already gone.  I had just slipped my dress on after finishing my hair and makeup, when she saw me. J  
 
    “You look so beautiful,” she said, getting teary-eyed. “You remind me so much of your mother when she was your age.” 
 
    I smiled sadly. “Thanks.” 
 
    Her eyes moved to my bare wrists. 
 
    “You took off your bracelets.” 
 
    I looked down at the white scar and nodded. 
 
    She grabbed my hand and examined it. “It’s healed nicely. The scar is barely noticeable.” 
 
    “This might sound crazy, but I hope it never fades completely.” 
 
    She gave me a surprised look. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a reminder of what I’ve lost and what I’ve gained,” I explained. “My parents for one. Knowledge that I’m much stronger than I thought I was, for two.”     
 
    Grandma Rae smiled sadly.  “I’m so proud of you Mackenzie. And for the record, I knew it all along. I’m just glad you’ve come to realize it yourself.” 
 
    I nodded. “Me, too.”  
 
    Realizing that I could pull through a horrible situation gave me the courage to do what I needed to with Gus. That, and I knew he needed to be taught a lesson before he tried the same bullshit on someone else. 
 
    “Are you excited about tonight?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    I laughed dryly. “I wouldn’t exactly call it excited, but I’m definitely anxious.” 
 
    She gave me a questioning look. 
 
    I pretended I didn’t notice. I knew if I told her what was happening, she’d try and talk me out of it.  
 
    “Well, I hope you have a fun time. I spoke to Gus’s mother earlier. She didn’t even know he was planning on going to the dance until today. It sounds like he waited until the last minute to get a new suit. Boys.” She laughed and shook her head. “They just never plan ahead.” 
 
    Oh, but I knew that Gus had planned ahead. The conniving prick. Fortunately, he never planned to get caught either.  
 
    She continued. “I just hope you two have a wonderful evening. Even if you are just going as friends.” 
 
    “It’s certainly going to be a night to remember,” I muttered. 
 
    She looked puzzled. “Is there something I should be concerned about?” 
 
    I assured her that everything was fine and it was just my nerves making me a little weird. 
 
    “That’s to be expected. Wait until you get married someday. Why, when your grandfather and I had our wedding…” 
 
    I listened to her talk about her wedding day, a story I’d heard a few times but enjoyed anyway. Especially now that my parents were gone. One never knew when the person reminiscing would be gone.  As she was wrapping it up, I received a text from Gus. 
 
      
 
    Gus: OMW 
 
      
 
    Me:  Ok. Can’t wait. 
 
      
 
    He responded with a smiley face and I was tempted to send him a turd emoji. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Grandma asked, as I put my phone away. 
 
    “Nothing. Gus is on his way.” 
 
    “You two are going to have so much fun. I just can’t wait to hear about it.” 
 
      
 
    Gus arrived about thirty-five minutes later. When he saw me, he whistled. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “You look gorgeous,” he said, handing me a small box. “This is for you.” 
 
    A white corsage. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, taking it out of the box. “Uh, am I supposed to wear it on a certain wrist?” 
 
    “Your left one. Here, let me help you.”  
 
    I held out my arm and watched as he tied the corsage around my wrist.   
 
    “Gus, you look so handsome. Doesn’t he, Mackenzie?” 
 
    I forced a smile to my face. He did look nice in his suit and had obviously taken special care on his blonde spiky hair. He also wore cologne and had recently shaved. Had I not known what he was really like, I might have thought him quite handsome. But, right then and there… everything about him was ugly.  
 
    “He’s looks great. Handsome,” I added. 
 
    He grinned. “Thanks.” 
 
    Grandma Rae took a couple of pictures and then we walked outside.  
 
    “I was going to get a limo, but they were all booked,” he said, opening the passenger door of a black Tahoe. “I hope this will do. It’s my father’s.” 
 
    “It’s great,” I replied. 
 
    He waited for me to get in, shut the door, and then hurried around the vehicle. I could see a small smile on his face and wondered if he was already anticipating his moves for the evening.  
 
    “So, where are we going to eat?” I asked, when he slid into the truck. 
 
    He named a restaurant I’d never heard of.  
 
    “It’s an Italian place. It’s usually hard to get reservations but I managed to get us in,” he added. 
 
    “Sounds great.” 
 
    “It’s pretty spendy but… you’re worth it.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you,” I replied.  
 
    “I want this night to be special.” 
 
    “Oh, something tells me it will be.” 
 
    Gus smiled. 
 
    When we arrived at the restaurant we were seated in a booth near the back.  
 
    “This is great,” I said, looking around. The restaurant was definitely five-star. 
 
    “I eat here with my parents sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, nice.” 
 
    Gus told me to order whatever I wanted, starting with the appetizers.    
 
    “Is that okay?” I replied, when I requested the lobster and prime-rib combo. This was after ordering caviar for the appetizer, which I told him I’d been dying to try.   
 
    “Of course. I love a woman with an appetite,” he replied. “And get whatever you want. Money is no object.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet.” 
 
    He smiled and winked.  
 
    After ordering a huge course, with all the extras, the waiter left and we talked about random things. It was definitely awkward, but I wasn’t about to make it easy for him. 
 
    Then the appetizer arrived. He showed me how to put the caviar on a cracker and then handed it to me. I took a bite and wasn’t a fan. Which made everything easier. 
 
    “Oh, gross,” I said loudly. “How can people eat that shit?” 
 
    Embarrassed of my outburst, in such a fancy restaurant, his cheeks turned red. “It’s fine. You don’t have to eat any more of it.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I’ve never ordered it at a restaurant before. It’s pretty expensive.” 
 
    “Then, you go ahead and have at it.” I dropped what was left of the cracker onto my appetizer plate.   
 
    Gus was too focused on eating that he didn’t see me unwrap the small packet of pepper from my purse. I put a little on my finger, inhaled it, and sneezed all over the caviar. 
 
    “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry,” I replied, holding back a grin. The horror on his face was almost comical. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said, pushing the plate away. “It happens to all of us.” 
 
    “I would have covered my mouth but it kind of just came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Really.” 
 
    Next came the salads. 
 
     I’d made sure to do an upgrade on that as well. 
 
    “Would you like another Island Fruit Mixer?” the server asked. It was a fruity non-alcoholic drink that cost twenty dollars. It was served in a glass you could take home and came with a miniature umbrella.  Not worth it but very yummy.  
 
    I looked at Gus. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” he said. “Order another one.” 
 
    “Thanks. Yeah, I’ll take another Island Fruit Mixer.” 
 
    When the main course came, I took a couple of bites of prime rib and then went to work on the lobster. When Gus wasn’t looking, I made sure to “accidentally” knock it off of my plate and onto the carpeting below. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I gasped. “I can’t believe I just did that!” 
 
    “Accidents happen,” he said with a strained smile.  
 
    Gus got up and leaned down to pick up the lobster. Noticing his wallet, sticking partly out of the back his pocket as bent down, I couldn’t believe my luck. I leaned down and pulled gently on the edge with one hand while squeezing his shoulder with the other, to distract him. 
 
    “I am so sorry. I’ll make it up to you later,” I purred near his ear while taking hold of the wallet. 
 
    Focused on my promise, he stood up, smiled, and placed the lobster on an empty bread plate. “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    I grinned back. “It will be.” 
 
    The waiter came and asked if he could replace the lobster.  
 
    “No, that’s okay. I’m full anyway.” 
 
    Gus stared at my full plate of food with a not-so-happy expression. 
 
    “Is that okay?” I said to him. “I think the salad filled me up.” 
 
    He forced a smile to his face. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “We’ll get you a to-go box,” the server said. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Gus said. “It’ll go bad in the car. I’ll try and eat some of her food.” 
 
    “Okay.” The waiter turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait, do you have cheesecake?” I asked him. 
 
    The man turned around and smiled. “Yes, of course. We have three different kinds.” 
 
    I looked at Gus. “I would do anything for a piece of cheesecake. I haven’t had it for so long. Could I order some?” 
 
    “Sure. I thought you were full though?” 
 
    I smiled. “One can never be too full for cheesecake.” 
 
    He looked up at the server. “Could we see the dessert menu?” 
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    Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    To keep my mind off of Mackenzie, I rented a boxing match on cable and invited the guys to come over to watch it with me.  Sonny, Tyler, and Mitch rolled in around seven-thirty with pizza and beer. 
 
    “We need to keep it chill,” I said, popping open a beer. “I promised there wouldn’t be any wild parties here.” 
 
    “It’s just us,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why I’m warning you now,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Where’s Bruce?” Sonny asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I called him and he said he had plans tonight. I think he has a date. He’s never missed boxing match before.” 
 
    “A date? Well la-dee-fucking-dah,” Sonny muttered. 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “You sound bitter. Didn’t things work out with you and Kara?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s been acting a little weird. Ever since this morning when I tried calling her,” he said, staring at the television. “I don’t know what her problem is.” 
 
    “You’re still going to Sadie Hawkins aren’t you?” I asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
     I had a feeling that Kara’s coldness might have to do with me and Mackenzie.  
 
    Knowing not to press the conversation, I dropped it. 
 
    “Speaking of chicks, what happened between you and the new girl last night?” Tyler asked, grabbing a plate of pizza. “I heard you gave her a ride home.” 
 
    “Nothing.”   
 
    “What, no chemistry?” Mitch asked, chuckling. 
 
    “I’d like to study some of her biology,” Tyler said with a wicked smile.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” I said sharply. 
 
    The three looked at me.  
 
    “She’s been through some shit with her parents dying and stuff,” I explained. 
 
    “Bummer,” Tyler said. “Maybe someone should tell Mattie. Or Bruce.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He told me that Mattie wanted to ruin her and asked for his help,” Tyler said. 
 
    That fucking bitch just wouldn’t give up. 
 
    “And he agreed?” I asked. 
 
    “He didn’t say in so many words, but he’s had it bad for Mattie since the sixth grade. He’d do anything for her,” Tyler replied. 
 
    I thought back to the party and how Mackenzie had been threatened. I didn’t want to believe that Bruce was involved, but I’d be an idiot to think otherwise.    
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    Mackenzie 
 
      
 
    After ordering cheesecake, I watched Gus try to eat both his meal and mine. He actually put down almost everything.  
 
    “Wow, impressive,” I said, when he set his fork down. 
 
    “I’m stuffed though.” He looked over toward the restrooms. “I’ll be back. I’m going to the Men’s Room.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    As soon as he left, I pulled out the small vial of magnesium citrate Kara and I had gotten from the drugstore earlier.  I looked around and then poured it into his strawberry lemonade. The laxative was supposed to work fairly quickly, although I’d never used it before. I quickly mixed it with the straw, grateful that the waiter had just refilled his glass. 
 
    “Feeling better?” I asked, when Gus sat back down at the table. 
 
    He smiled. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The waiter returned with my cheesecake. I grabbed my fork, took a bite, and made a face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It tastes funny.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “Try it,” I said. “You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    Gus took a fork and tasted it. He looked at me like I was crazy. “You can’t be serious? It’s delicious.” 
 
    I tried again and shuddered. “Sorry, but it definitely has a weird aftertaste.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    I put my fork down and pushed the plate away. “I can’t eat this.” I let out a ragged sigh. “I knew I should have ordered the chocolate cake. Dang it.” I looked over at Gus. 
 
    Sighing, he motioned for the waiter, who arrived quickly.  
 
    “Yes, sir?” the man asked. 
 
    “Can we order a piece of chocolate cake?” he asked unenthusiastically.  
 
    The waiter smiled. “With or without ice cream?” 
 
    “With,” I said quickly. 
 
    “What she said,” Gus said. 
 
      
 
    Of course I didn’t want to overdo it, so I ate most of the cake and thanked Gus for being so nice. 
 
    “I feel so bad that I ordered all of that and didn’t eat hardly any of it. And it was so expensive,” I added. 
 
    His smile seemed forced. “It’s fine.” 
 
    I blotted my mouth with the napkin and stood up. “I really need to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He picked up his glass of lemonade. “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    I smiled again and headed to the Ladies’ Room. Once inside, I opened up Gus’s wallet and found that he had eleven one-hundred dollar bills inside.  I thought it was odd that he carried so much cash, but knew he was a gambler. 
 
     He probably has some side-bets going on for tonight, I thought in disgust. 
 
    In any case, I didn’t have the heart to throw the money away. It deserved to go to a worthy cause. 
 
    Like a charity? 
 
    Grinning, I took the cash out and dropped the wallet into the trash bin. I then returned to the table. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, noticing that he was looking a little uncomfortable. 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “I’m fine. I think I just ate a little too much.” 
 
    “That was a lot of salty food, too. You should drink more of your lemonade or you’ll get really thirsty later.” 
 
    “True.” He raised his cup to his lips and took a long sip. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and looked at the time. “We should get going soon. The dance starts at eight, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s okay though. We can get there later. In fact,” he leaned closer, “I got my hands on some booze. I figured we could party a little before we get there.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I tell you? I’m not drinking anymore. I mean, you can but I’d rather just go to the dance, if that’s okay?” 
 
    He looked disappointed. “I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin your fun though. If you want to drink, be my guess.” 
 
    “We’ll see. My stomach is a little funny anyway. I probably won’t either.” 
 
    “It could have been the cheesecake,” I said. “I told you it tasted funny.”  
 
    The waiter brought us our bill, which was pretty lofty from the look on Gus’s face. He reached into his back pocket to pull out his wallet. “What the hell?” A look of panic spread across his face.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He grabbed his suit jacket, which he’d hung up on the hook next to us, and began searching through the pockets. “Nothing, I hope.” 
 
    I watched him look everywhere for his wallet. Not finding it, he excused himself. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked. 
 
    He stood up. “I think I dropped my wallet in the truck. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    He left the restaurant and returned a short time later. 
 
    I grinned up at him, already knowing the answer. “Did you find it?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, looking upset.  
 
    My eyes widened. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    He let out an irritated sigh. “I’m going to have to call my dad and have him drop off some money.” 
 
    “Do you want me to buy dinner?” 
 
    He stared at me for a few seconds and then smiled sheepishly. “Could you? I’ll pay you back. I promise.” 
 
    “No problem.” I reached into my purse and then sighed. “I forgot to bring my wallet. I guess I didn’t think I’d need it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. This is all my fault.”  
 
    It damn well was… 
 
    He dialed his dad and arranged to meet him outside in ten minutes.  Meanwhile, the waiter returned and asked if everything was okay. Gus explained that he’d forgotten his wallet.  
 
    The waiter frowned. 
 
    “But, my dad is on the way. He’ll pay for everything,” Gus added. 
 
    “Okay. Just let us know if there’s a problem,” the waiter replied. 
 
    “There’s no problem,” Gus said, an edge to his voice. 
 
    The waiter left and as we waited, I heard Gus’s stomach begin to make gurgley noises. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    His stomach made another loud rumble and he quickly stood up. “I hope so. I’ll be right back.” He disappeared toward the bathroom. 
 
    Chuckling, I pulled out my phone and sent Kara a text. 
 
      
 
    Me: Kids are being dropped off in the pool. I think it’s going to be a big party. 
 
      
 
    Kara: LOL! It worked? 
 
      
 
    Me: So far.  
 
      
 
    Kara: Keep me updated. 
 
      
 
    Me: Will do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gus was gone for quite a while. In fact, his dad, Steve, showed up at the table and paid the tab before he returned. 
 
    “Where is he?” Steve asked me after handing the waiter his Visa. 
 
    “In the bathroom. He’s been there for a while. You might want to check on him,” I replied. 
 
    Steve chuckled. “From the size of that tab, he’s paying the price in a different way. That kid needs to watch how much he eats.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “I’ll go and check on him.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    He disappeared and then returned with Gus a few minutes later. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Gus. 
 
    He looked so embarrassed, I almost felt sorry for him. “I think I ate something bad.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m fine now.” Gus turned to his dad. “Thanks for taking care of the bill. I think I left my wallet at home.” 
 
    His dad frowned. “Well, I couldn’t find it. Just be careful tonight. You don’t want to get pulled over without your driver’s license.” 
 
    Gus nodded. 
 
    Steve wished us well and then we all left the restaurant. 
 
    “Goodnight Mr. Jackson,” I said, as his father headed toward his car. “Thanks for paying our bill!” 
 
    He turned around and waved. 
 
    “God, that was embarrassing,” Gus said when we were alone in the truck. 
 
    “Things happen. I’m sure the rest of the night will be great.” 
 
    His stomach gurgled again. With a panicked expression he opened up the door and hopped out. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Watching Gus run back to the restaurant was satisfying. As much as I wanted to keep torturing him with more laxative, I didn’t want to send him to the hospital, however. But, I wasn’t through with him. Not yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, as we made our way to the dance, Gus seemed to be doing better, although he was pretty upset about losing his wallet. 
 
    “It had better be at home,” he kept mumbling. 
 
    I bit back a smile. 
 
    We arrived at the high school at around eight-thirty and walked into the gymnasium. There was a big banner that showed the charity dance was in honor of supporting the Me Too Movement. I looked at Gus and couldn’t believe the irony of everything. 
 
    “So, how much did you need to donate to get into the dance?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Thirty dollars was the minimum.” 
 
    “How much did you donate?” 
 
    “Thirty,” he replied as two couples stopped next to us. Gus introduced me and then grew unnaturally quiet. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, when they left. 
 
    “I hate to do this to you but I need to use the bathroom again.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay. Where is it?” 
 
    “Just outside of the gym.” 
 
    I remembered seeing a donation table, so his timing was perfect. “I’ll come with you and wait in the hallway.” 
 
    We walked out of the gym and he practically ran over to the bathroom.  
 
    I quickly headed over to the donation table, where a woman was seated.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, smiling up at me. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yes. My date wants to make an additional donation.” 
 
    She smiled and handed me an envelope. “That’s wonderful. Just fill this out and put your donation inside and seal it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I turned around and quickly filled out the information. I then took the money out of my purse, put in the envelope, and sealed it. Turning back around, I handed the envelope back to her.  
 
    “It’s a pretty sizable one. My date is very humble about the donation. He worked his tail off to give what he could though.” 
 
    “That is so sweet and generous of him.” 
 
    “That’s him. Sweet and generous,” I said, rolling my eyes inwardly. “Which is why he’s donating eleven hundred dollars.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Wow that is very generous of him.” She read the name on the envelope. “Gus, Jackson?” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell him thank you. I wish there were more young men like him in the world.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. 
 
    She gave me a funny look. 
 
    “Sorry. Um, the donation is very well deserved.” 
 
    “I think so, too. Have fun at the dance.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Gus walked out of the bathroom just as I left the table. 
 
    “Feeling better?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. I am so sorry and embarrassed. This never happened to me before,” he murmured as we walked back into the gym. 
 
    “It’s okay. Everyone gets the shits, Gus,” I said, loud enough for a group of girls to hear. “Maybe we should get you something for the diarrhea?” 
 
    Mortified, he pulled me closer. “Could you please keep your voice down? I don’t want the entire school to find out about it.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said, covering my mouth. “I have a bad habit of talking too loud sometimes.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” he said dryly. 
 
    “You wanna dance?” I asked, when the song Girls Just Wanna Have Fun came on. “Or, do you think it be bad for your stomach?” 
 
    “We can try. Jesus, what’s with the old eighties’ songs tonight?” 
 
    “I love this kind of music,” I replied, grabbing his hand. “It’s so retro. Let’s go out onto the dance floor.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When we found an open spot, I almost chickened out. But, I reminded myself that I didn’t know anyone at the school. Plus, I was there to embarrass the hell out of him.  
 
     Gus moved very slowly, obviously still weak in the stomach. I, on the other hand, began dancing like a crazy woman. After spending the morning learning how to dance like John Travolta, in Saturday Night Fever, to moving like “Carlton”, from the Fresh Prince Of Bel-Air, I let loose and made a fool out of myself, all the while grinning like an idiot.  
 
    “Oh my God, this is so much fun!” I shouted as Gus stared at me in horror. 
 
    People around us started gaping and laughing hysterically. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Come one, shake that money-maker, Gus!” I did the The Sprinkler and sang out loud. “Oh, girls just wanna have… fun!”   
 
    He grabbed my hand and pulled me off of the dance floor. 
 
    “Why are you being so mean?” I pouted loudly. “Is it because I laughed at your penis?” 
 
    A group of girls huddled near the bleachers burst out laughing.  
 
    He looked mortified. “What? What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    “It was really insensitive of me,” I continued, impressed with my acting. Drama Club was definitely paying off. “Maybe if you get it circumcised… it will give the illusion of having a normal sized one.” 
 
    “You fucking bitch,” he growled, pulling me toward the gymnasium’s doorway. 
 
    I knew the gig was up, but I didn’t care.  I was ready to rip him a new asshole. Before we could exit the gym, however, a man walked in smiling at Gus. 
 
    “Mr. Jackson, just the guy I was looking for,” the stranger said. 
 
    Gus stopped abruptly and let go of my arm. “Hi, Mr. Brooks.” 
 
     “This must be your date. I’m sorry, I don’t recognize you. Do you go to this school?” Mr. Brooks asked. 
 
    “No. I go to Diamond Lake.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, okay. That explains why I don’t recognize you. I’m the principal here at Lancaster.” 
 
    I smiled up at him. I had a feeling I knew what this was about. “Nice meeting you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” He looked at Gus. “I just wanted to personally tell you how impressed I was with your donation.” 
 
    “Uh, okay?” Gus replied, looking confused. 
 
    “When I heard that you donated eleven-hundred-dollars, out of your own pocket, I was shocked and thrilled. You should be very proud of yourself, young man,” Mr. Brooks said. 
 
    He stood there, dumbstruck. “Wait, what?” 
 
    I spoke up. “Well, I can understand why he donated such an impressive amount. The Me Too Movement means a lot to him. He’s always complaining about the horrible things done to girls, even at this school. It really makes him sick to his stomach, right Gus?” 
 
    Gus was still in too much shock to answer. 
 
    I looked at Mr. Brooks again. “In fact, did you know that there have been bets placed on who can have sex with a girl first?” 
 
    The principal’s eyes widened in horror. “You’re kidding?” 
 
    “I wish I was. I bet Gus could give you some names of the students doing this,” I added. 
 
    “I had no idea this was happening,” Mr. Brooks said gravely. “It’s very concerning.” 
 
    I glared at Gus. “Yeah. It is. Humiliating. Embarrassing. Sad.” 
 
    Gus looked like he was ready to vomit. 
 
    “Now might be a good time to tell Mr. Brooks what you know. While it’s still fresh in your head,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, why don’t we go back to my office?” Mr. Brooks said to Gus. “This sounds like a serious matter. One that needs to be addressed.” 
 
    “And I can’t think of a better time for such a discussion,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Before he could answer, I turned around, walked out of the gym, and left the school feeling elated. As horrible as the day had started, the night had certainly made up for some of it. 
 
    Kara, who’d been waiting in the parking lot, pulled up to the curb. 
 
     I got in and looked at her.  
 
    “Don’t keep me in suspense. How did it go?” she asked.  
 
    I grinned. “Perfect. It couldn’t have ended any better.”  
 
     I’d learned that I could play with the big boys, and even beat them at their own game.  It was a great feeling. One I wanted to celebrate. 
 
    “Let’s go to Herschel’s. You can tell me all about it. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starving.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    My phone buzzed and I half-expected it to be Gus, but it was Chase sending me a text. 
 
      
 
    Chase: Can we meet? I want to sort things out. 
 
      
 
    For a second, I started thinking with my heart and wanted to tell him that we could. But, I didn’t know how I’d ever be able to trust him again.    
 
    “Who was that? Gus?” Kara asked, pulling out of the parking lot. 
 
    “No, it’s Chase.” I smiled grimly. “He wants to meet.” 
 
    “You’re not going to, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He’s not going to give up. People say that he can be pretty relentless.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m through with Chase.” 
 
    “Good. You deserve better.” 
 
    Nodding, I stared out the window. I didn’t know what I deserved, but it definitely wasn’t what he’d pulled on me.  I wasn’t about to let him, Gus, or any of the A-squaders, get that close to me again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book ONE 
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    After crashing and burning with Mackenzie, Chase Adams is more than ever determined to win her back. This time all bets are off and he’s willing to do whatever it takes to get the girl before she’s someone else’s prize.   
 
      
 
    Pre-order coming soon – reserve now and pay when it’s released. 
 
      
 
    Also by Cassie Alexandra (Written as K.L. Middleton) 
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    Find Here - Tangled Mess 
 
      
 
    Enjoy Bad Boys and Sassy Girls? Check out Tangled Mess 
 
    She has a dream... 
 
    Twenty-one-year-old hairstylist, Tiffany Banks, thought her life was planned out until her coworkers talk her into auditioning for American Icon, a popular reality-singing competition. Unfortunately, her dreams of stardom are threatened when one of the judges, a notorious bad-boy rock star, Ransom, is hell-bent on standing in her way. 
 
    He'll stop at nothing to get what he wants... 
 
    After winning American Icon four years ago and signing away his soul, Ransom’s life became a blur of booze, concerts, and women. Then, when pressured into becoming one of the judges on the show to save his career, he finds himself face-to-face with Tiffany, his sister's beautiful and naive friend, he takes it upon himself to stop her from making the same mistakes he did, and screwing up her life, no matter the consequences. 
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    After winning American Icon four years ago and signing away his soul, Ransom’s life became a blur of booze, concerts, and women. Then, when pressured into becoming one of the judges on the show to save his career, he finds himself face-to-face with Tiffany, his sister's beautiful and naive friend, he takes it upon himself to stop her from making the same mistakes he did, and screwing up her life, no matter the consequences. 
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    Find Here - Tangled Fury 
 
    If you enjoy steamy romance and heart-stopping suspense, check out Tangled Fury. (Excellent reviews) 
 
    After escaping an abusive marriage, Sera runs to California to start a new life with her daughter, Emma. There she meets new friends and eventually learns to fall in love again. However, just when things are going well, her past creeps up to haunt her. 

Thane Bishop wasn't looking for a relationship, least of all with Sera, the mousy nail technician he'd hired for his newly acquired salon, Tangled. But, love is never planned, and he quickly finds himself risking everything to help her, and her young child, Emma, escape from a violent past that refuses to be left behind. 
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    Find Here - Billionaire at Sea (Both Books) 
 
    A bachelor party on the high seas gone horribly wrong. Murder, romance, suspense, and humor. 
 
    When Mia James is hired to cater a high-profile bachelor party in the Caribbean with her friend Ridley, she is reluctant to do it, but needs the money. Then she meets Damian Stryker, the handsome, rich billionaire whose hired them, and finds herself trying to fight the attraction she has for the self-proclaimed playboy.

After being forced into early retirement, professional baseball pitcher, Damian Stryker, takes advantage of his recent inheritance and hosts a bachelor party on his million-dollar yacht. Meanwhile, he finds himself wanting to taste more than just Mia James' cooking, and things heat up quickly between the two. It seems like the perfect weekend until his world comes crashing down on him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Love crime and mystery thrillers? Check out Looking for Lainey. Written by Kristen Middleton (Cassie Alexandra) 
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    Find Here -  Looking for Lainey 
 
    A heart-stopping ending you won’t see coming! 
 
    Your worst nightmare as a parent - having your child stolen when your back is turned.
What lengths would you go to get your son or daughter back?

An eight-year-old girl abducted by sex traffickers
A distraught mother riddled with guilt for taking her eyes off of her daughter.
A man close to both of them... guilty as sin.

Psychic Carissa Jones is once again pulled into a case... this one involving the sordid and terrifying world of child trafficking.

62,000 words with no cliffhanger.
Adult language and situations (fyi - there are no sexually explicit scenes) 
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