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Prologue

Hatred from the
beginning

 


Prudence, age
five

“Look at you. You’re so
fat, you make
the chair crack.”

Prudence
squealed as
someone pushed her off her chair, and she fell to the floor. All
the other kids in the class laughed. She tried to stop the tears
flowing, but it was hard to do.

Her hands hurt and so did her
side.

Looking up, she saw Drake Connor smiling
down at her.

“You need to learn to stay
in the dirt where you belong.”

She tried to get up but he held
her in place.
His hand, so much larger than her own, kept her near the
floor.

She whimpered, not wanting to be
afraid, and yet, he had gotten beneath her skin and now she couldn’t
move.

“Drake, stop it now,” Mrs.
Winston, their teacher, said, shouting to be heard over the
laughter.

Prudence let out a scream as he pulled
her hair. “Let go!”

She dropped down, trying to stop
him from pulling her hair out, but it didn’t work. He kept on pulling and
tugging until she had tears in her eyes.

“No Mommy to help you now, is
there? No
Daddy for you. You’re nothing.”

The very blissful tears she
promised herself she wouldn’t cry came. She did want her mommy, really bad.
She would protect her. Drake’s parents, from what little she knew,
never did come. They were never there. He was always on his own
unless his friends were around him.

“Everyone here hates you.
They don’t want to be your friends.”

She didn’t know how much more she could
take before his weight was suddenly pulled off her.

He sneered at her and she didn’t
like how much he hated her. She wasn’t used to being hated at all. Her
parents had just moved to this small town, and she couldn’t even
remember what it was called. The name sounded like a bike or
something.

Finally able to stand, she
sniffed and waited as the teacher led Drake back to
his chair. She
didn’t yell at him or tell him off, just made him sit back in his
chair. Prudence knew deep down this was wrong.

He was mean to her and no one told him
off.

They accepted it.

“Now, class, open your reading books and let’s
all take a moment to just relax.”

She stared at the kid
who had bullied
her.

Drake smirked.

Why didn’t the teacher tell him off or
give him a warning? Resting her chin on her hands, she stared at
the open book, wondering what it all meant.

“Psst. Don’t keep looking at
him.”

She turned to the young
boy at her
table. He wore glasses and he scrunched up his nose.

“Why?”

“Drake’s mean. Stay out of his
way or you’ll be sorry. He doesn’t like new kids, especially not
poor new kids.”

Prudence stared down at her worn
clothing. Her
parents had needed to downsize after her father lost his job. She
didn’t know what went wrong, only there was a lot of yelling at
home. Her mother was often crying because of the unfairness of it
all. They had gone from having nice things and a nice home to
something really small. There was no yard and their neighbors
played loud music and smoked all the time.

They hadn’t gone shopping in a long time.
Her mother liked to sew, and many of her clothes had been turned
into either skirts or shorts, or even shirts. She would stand still
for her mother so she could use her needles. She’d learned the hard
way not to fidget. The needles she used hurt when they were stuck
into her flesh.

“I’m Prudence.”

“Sean.”

She shook the boy’s hand. “Are
you friends with him?”

“No. My family
isn’t good
enough.”

“He sounds horrible,” she
said, wanting to make a friend.

“He is. Stay out of his way and don’t respond
to him. He always hates people who get in his way.”

Mrs. Winston shushed them and
Prudence quickly looked down at her book. She didn’t want to see Drake
anyway. Her back still hurt and so did the base of her neck where
he pulled her hair. Back at her old preschool, she never got shoved
or hurt.

She didn’t know what it was
about her that he hated but she had no intention of ever going near him.
Boys like that were bad news. Her mother was always telling her to
stay away from mean boys. They were no good. Half the time her
mother was giving advice, she rarely listened. None of it made any
kind of sense to her, but she understood what she meant now. She
was talking about boys like Drake.

By the time lunch came, she
was so
nervous because of her fight with Drake. Would he bring it out into
lunch? Would any of the teachers be there to help? It was sunny and
Mrs. Winston had told them all to go outside and eat. Benches were
lined up in the playground for this occasion. She grabbed her
lunchbox, holding it against her chest. Every time she looked over
at Drake, he glared at her.

Swallowing past the lump in her
throat, she
stepped outside.

Everyone had a spot. They were all
already friends. She had no one here.

“You can sit with me,” Sean said. He stood
beside her, a briefcase in his hand.

“Really?”

“Drake hates me. He doesn’t come
near me. He thinks I’ve got cooties. If you’re okay with my cooties, we can eat
together.”

She smiled. “I don’t mind
cooties.” She didn’t want to sit on her own and she really didn’t want to be
anywhere near that bully.

Sean held out his hand and she
took it, thankful for him even willing to be her friend. Making new
friends was never going to be easy. Her mother said she didn’t need
to be someone different for others to like her. That she had to
learn to be herself.

Again, she didn’t have a clue
what she was talking about, but her mother knew stuff.

They sat down at the table, and
she saw others were laughing and pointing as Sean opened up
his briefcase
and took out his sandwich. So his briefcase was in fact his
lunchbox, very strange. She didn’t question it, and no one else
said anything, so it must be something he did regularly.

“Fishy face!”

“Look, they got
cooties.”

“Gross.”

Sean opened his sandwich and Prudence
wrinkled her nose. “What you got?”

“Sardines. Mom always puts
them on because my dad loves them but I hate them.
Yuck.”

“They call you fishy face.”

“They’re
morons.”

“You said a bad
word.”

“They always say worse.”
Sean shrugged.

Prudence opened her lunchbox. She had a
cheese spread sandwich. After she offered him half of her sandwich,
he took it with a smile.

“Where do you live?” Sean asked.

Her first lunchbreak, she told
him everything. Where she used to live, the house they had
moved into.
Everything. She didn’t leave a single thing out, and in return,
Sean told her all about himself and life at Mountain Peak
Valley.

That was the town she moved to. The town
where her parents hoped to start a new life, and one she didn’t
want a part of. At least she had one friend, even if he did have a
weird briefcase.

****

Prudence was late to come out of
class again. She got caught passing a note to Sean, asking if he wanted to come
to her house tonight. They’d been best friends since she moved to
town and he always played with her. Their parents got along as
well. They didn’t live too far apart either, a couple of streets
away, and her mother let her walk there, so long as she saw her
cross the road. She was six now, not a baby. She didn’t need
constant babysitting.

Finally skipping out of class, she came to a
stop when she saw all the kids gathered in a circle. She looked
toward the swings where she and Sean usually stood during
break.

He wasn’t there.

She didn’t like the way the
other kids were yelling, laughing, and cheering. What was going on?
Where was Sean? What had she missed?

Sean was always waiting for her.
Nothing ever kept them apart, not even sickness.

She moved away from the swings
and made her way toward the group who was watching whatever was in the
middle of the circle. The moment she caught sight of Drake hitting
Sean, she pushed her way through, determined to get to
him.

“Move!”

“Get out of the
way!” she
cried out as someone shoved an elbow into her side, but that didn’t
stop her. Clearing the wall of people, she saw Drake straddling
Sean, hitting him while Sean tried to ward him off.

No one was stopping
the
fight.

Her heart raced. She had to stop Drake
from smacking Sean. She didn’t know what had started the fight and
she didn’t care either. “Get off him,” she screamed.

“Fuck you, fatso.” Drake
hit Sean even harder.

Not caring about her own safety,
she charged
toward Drake. The force of her impact knocked him on the ground.
She was faster than him and where he’d been straddling Sean, she
now was astride him.

“Get off,” he
said.

She thought about her first day
of school. Of all the name-calling and crap he’d thrown her way. She was
done with him, with it all.

There had been many nights when
she hit her pillow, wishing it was Drake and getting no satisfaction out of it.
He had hurt her friend for the last time.

Drawing her fist back,
she punched
him hard. She landed a blow to his face. Once, twice, and then he
pushed her. The circle of friends had gotten bigger and she let out
a cry as Drake moved over her. He sat on top of her. He brought his
fist back and hit her again, not caring about the strength he
used.

She looked back to see Sean was on the
ground. He’d pulled his knees up against his chest. But she was
strong, so before Drake could make another move, she hit him right
between the legs. It did the trick, jerking him off her.

With blood running down
her face, she wiped
her fingers under her nose and then down her dress. Her long, brown
hair had come out of the band her mother put in her hair that
morning.

“You saving your pussy
of a
boyfriend.”

She glared at
him. “You
leave him alone.”

“He deserves to be hit. He’s trash, just like
you.”

“The only trash I see is
you.”

Suddenly, teachers
approached
the group. All the other kids moved out of the way. She kept her
gaze on Drake, not wanting him out of her sight. If she didn’t keep
an eye on him, he was going to hurt her. She had no
doubt.

“What’s going on here?”

The sound of the principal’s
voice had her shaking. She was terrified of him. He was always shouting,
and he always took Drake’s side, never hers. She hated him. In the
year she’d been coming to school, she had seen how Drake was
treated so much better. She’d also noticed that Drake was picked up
by a limousine, and rarely was he left behind at school, whereas
she and Sean always had to wait for their parents.

“Nothing is happening here,”
Drake said.
“Nothing.”

“Prudence?” the
principal
asked.

“Nothing.” She whispered
the word.

“Sean?”

She turned back to
her friend
and begged him with her eyes to stay silent. She couldn’t have her
mother coming back to the school again. She’d be so angry. Her
mother hated coming down to the school because it meant taking time
off of work, and then her parents would argue. They fought all the
time about money. Prudence always tried to avoid it. Drake seemed
to always know what to do to rile her up.

“Nothing,” Sean said.

He’d be annoyed with her now because she
made him lie. Sean didn’t like lying. He said it only served to get
them all in trouble.

The principal finally walked away and she
turned toward Drake, who’d stepped into her path. “You betta watch
yourself, trash.”

“We just lied for you,” Sean
said, getting
to his feet.

Prudence studied her friend. He grabbed his
side as if he was in pain. She went to him, hating to see him in
pain, and trying to offer him assistance. She looked up at Drake,
and his glare was firmly in place.

“You think I’d get in
trouble? My
dad owns this town and one day, I will too. You two fucking losers
need to see the fucking truth in that.” Drake scowled at her one
more time before finally walking away.

“He swore.”

“So. Like he says, no one cares. Not about
us. They only care about making it easy for him.” She wiped at her
face. Blood came from her nose and she winced. “Why were you
fighting?”

“I was waiting in our spot. He
didn’t like it and said I needed to have my face pounded
in.”

“He dragged you?”

“He’s got some serious
issues. What did the teacher have to say?”

“Nothing.” She turned to
him. Sean hated
confrontations and she didn’t want to upset him any more than she
already had. “Let’s go play.” She took his hand, leading him to the
swings.

Drake was a bad seed. It was
what her mother said to her, but she also told her not to get into
any more
fights. She didn’t get it. Drake had hated her from the start, but
there was nothing she could do to change that.

****

“You will sit with your partners and draw what
you want for the future. Think about it. I know it’s hard and you
all want to be rock stars, but there is way more to life than
that.”

Prudence pushed her long hair
off her face and stared down at the picture. At eight years old, what did she
know about what she wanted in life? She didn’t want to look to
her partner. Ever since third grade had started, the teacher had put
her and Drake together.

The bully who liked to hurt her
hadn’t stopped his taunts. Only now, he was closer to her to get away with
it.

She gritted her teeth as he
stomped on
her foot.

“What do you want to be when
you grow up,
Trash?”

“Richer than you.” It was a
stupid answer. After her mother had found out Drake’s family owned half of
the town, she’d been ordered not to make any waves. She wasn’t
allowed to hurt Drake in any way. She knew it was because her
parents were worried about losing their jobs. Drake’s parents owned
the town. They worked for the Connors and her parents had told her
plenty of times to avoid him. They couldn’t afford for Drake’s
parents to fire them, or worse, push them out of town.

Seriously, though, how could she keep on doing
this? It wasn’t fair.

His foot let up and she pulled her
shoe behind the chair.

“Yeah, right. You’re
never going
to be richer than me. I own your ass, Stewart. You’ll always be
beneath me.”

She glared at him but didn’t
say anything.
In fact, she found the more times she was silent, the more
pissed-off he became. Staring down at her piece of paper, she
picked up the crayon and began to draw.

“What are you
doing?”

“The work. I know what I’m going
to be and I know what you’re going to be as well.”

“You’re going to be one of those
food-eating
contestants.”

This time, Prudence smiled. “And
you’re going to be a sad man with no friends and no one.” She didn’t know
why she kept talking to him or even entertaining him with words.
Drake never listened to her and he always did what he wanted to do.
He was a cruel boy.

No matter what anyone said, they
didn’t know the truth. The teachers always pretended to look the other way
and Sean, well, he couldn’t fight Drake.

She wasn’t afraid
of him.

Bullies were cowards, or at
least, most of the time, they were. Drake never picked on anyone
else. She hadn’t seen him hurt anyone or treat anyone the way he did
her.

“I won’t be alone. You’re going
to be my pet for life. Trash like you only need money and I’ve got a whole lot
of it. You’ll belong to me.”

When he kicked her this time,
she held on to the table as her chair jerked. Pain sliced up her leg
and she tried not to let him see how much hurt he’d caused her.
Revealing any kind of weakness in front of him wasn’t
good.

“Why do you hate me so much? I’ve
never done anything to you.” From the first day until now, Drake had hated her.
Whenever he saw her, he made sure his revulsion of her was clear.
Even his friends hated her, and if he wasn’t around, they made sure
she knew he wasn’t too far. They were all ready to do his
bidding.

Her mother never listened and
her father was always working. The teachers told her he was just playing
rough. She knew only one thing. Every single person she had told
was afraid of him and she didn’t understand why.

****

Pushing her feet back, she held
on to the
metal chains of the swing and looked out across the park. Mountain
Peak Valley had one of the best children’s parks around and Sean
was supposed to meet her here any minute. They were going to head
off and explore the woods. He wanted to see if he could accurately
pick the right mushrooms to eat. Not that they would actually eat
them. They were way too dangerous, but Sean liked to think he could
do anything. At ten years old, he already thought he knew more than
most adults.

There was no challenge he couldn’t
meet.

Gripping the chains, she let go of her feet
and started to swing. After lifting her legs up, she brushed them
down, then drew them back up before going back down. Higher and
higher, she soared, staring up at the sky. Blocking out everything,
including the memory of her parents’ latest argument.

Her father was furious because her mother
had bought too much alcohol for the party. They were always
fighting about money. It was their favorite hobby. She missed their
time in the city when everything seemed to be going so well. Her
parents hadn’t fought half as much. Closing her eyes, she tried to
ignore the twisting in her gut but knew deep down it was no use.
There was no getting away from the terror that clawed at
her.

Her mother had screamed divorce
and Prudence
knew what that meant. She only hoped they would figure out what
their problems were before they gave up on each other. She didn’t
want to have to live with both of her parents in different
houses.

“What are you fucking doing
here?”

She lifted her head, opening her
eyes to see
Drake at the park. He wasn’t alone either. He had his friends with
him. They smirked at her, standing at his back.

“You own the park now?”

“When are you going to
learn that I own everything around here?”

Staring at him, she began to
swing again. This wasn’t his park. It wasn’t anyone’s park. Everyone and
anyone could come here and have some fun. She wasn’t going to be
controlled by his bullying ways. This park was free.

When Sean got here, they were going to
head out anyway.

One of Drake’s friends, Carl Long,
sniggered. “She’s asking for it, Drake.”

In response to the taunting,
Drake moved forward. She tensed up, not really knowing what to do as he suddenly
grabbed her leg and pulled hard. His move was dangerous and she let
out a scream, seeing no choice but to let go of the swing. They
both collapsed on the dirt. She hit her head and reached out to rub
the suddenly sore spot.

Drake held her arms, pressing them above
her head, keeping her trapped.

She wriggled and noticed his friends went
for the swing so it had no chance of hitting Drake in the face.
“Let me go.”

“You know, Trash, you’re really
starting to piss me off. You don’t know when to stay to your own side of the
tracks. No one wants you here.” Hatred swam in his eyes.

“You’re on my side of the
tracks, rich
boy.”

She heard the gate opening and
closing. Lifting up, Drake suddenly pressed an arm across her
throat. The
threat was there even though he didn’t push too hard.

She would never understand why
he hated her so much and if she was truthful, she didn’t care. He was an asshole
and she’d been putting up with him and his bullying ways for five
years now. She wouldn’t run away screaming. She wouldn’t do
anything.

“You’re not the boss of me.
You’re not wanted here, Drake. Leave.” She tried to
lift up but
he was stronger than her. No matter how hard she tried to fight
him, Drake always seemed to be the one with the upper hand. It was
growing tiresome.

Collapsing back on the ground, she
waited.

He smirked. “Giving in already,
Trash?”

“My name is Prudence.”

“Get off her,” Sean said.

They both turned to see her
friend a couple of feet away from them. Both boys were
growing tall
and filling out. Sean kept showing her his muscles and making her
touch them.

“Well, well, well. Are you two
boyfriend and
girlfriend?”

Drake’s friends smirked but Sean merely
stood, watching. His hands were clenched into fists. Even though
Sean had been working out and training, she didn’t know if he was
any match for the bully.

With Drake distracted, she used
his weight against him, pushing him off her to break free. Within
seconds, she stood beside her best friend, scowling at her
enemies.

“You’re in our part of
town, Connor,” Sean said.

She’d never heard him sound so deadly
before. She reached out to Sean, taking his arm in her own, holding
him tight against her.

Drake smirked at the action.
“You seen this bullshit? As if I want to be here.”

“Then go,” she
said.

She was used to Drake’s bad language.
Out of all the guys at school, he always seemed the
oldest.

Drake turned his cold stare to her. “You
think you can tell me what to do?” He took a step toward
her.

She felt Sean shake a
little.
Neither of them would be able to take on Drake and his
friends.

“Let’s go,” she said. “He’s
not worth it.”

Prudence didn’t
even make it a step
before Sean was suddenly pulled out of her hands. To her horror,
she watched as Drake’s friends slammed him to the ground and
proceeded to kick and hit him.

She went to
him, but
Drake held her against the metal bars of the swing. One of his arms
was across her throat, cutting off her air. With his other hand, he
pulled on her hair. It wasn’t up in a band so he only caught a few
strands, but it was enough to make her scream for help.

Still, he wouldn’t let her go.
Tears filled her eyes as the pain exploded on her head.

“Leave him alone.
Please.”

“I like to hear you beg. Beg me,
Trash. Beg me to stop your friend’s beating.”

She saw he wasn’t kidding. This
wasn’t a joke to Drake. He truly despised her. He pressed harder
across her throat and she tried not to panic. It was no use
though.

Gripping his arm, she couldn’t
stop him from hurting her. The evil in his eyes took her breath away. “Please,
don’t hurt him.”

“I can’t hear
you.”

She cried out as he pulled on
her hair. “Please, let him go. Please, please, please.” She kept repeating
it, getting louder as he continued to yank at her hair. He’d lifted
the arm across her throat but she had no doubt who held the control
here, and it wasn’t her, not even close. Drake was always in
control.

He smirked. “Boys, stop.”

His friends dropped Sean, who was now
bleeding. He curled up into a ball, crying softly.

She tried to
pull away
from Drake, only, he wouldn’t let her go. She had to wait until he
was ready for her to go.

“You better be careful about
opening your
mouth at the wrong times, Trash. It’s going to get you killed.”
With that, Drake pressed a little harder against her throat before
finally letting up. He left the park with his friends.

Pru reached down to help Sean
up.

“Stop it. I’m fine,” he
said, pulling out of
her arms.

“Sean, please. I didn’t
mean for any of this to happen.”

“Why did you agree to meet in the
fucking
park?” Sean got to his feet and he wiped at the blood running down
beneath his nose.

“How would I know he’d be here?
He’s never
here. This is our place.” She didn’t know why Sean was so pissed at
her.

“I’m heading home.” He started to
walk off and she felt like the world’s shittiest friend.

“Sean, please. I know
you’re angry.”

He suddenly stopped and turned
toward her. “Yeah, I’m angry. When he’s around, why do you have to stay and
fight? This could be you, Pru. You ever think about that? He could
hurt you.”

“I don’t ask for any of
this.”

“Dammit, I know. I’m tired of his
shit.” He
bunched his eyebrows, staring off as if he was trying to figure
something out.

Without waiting for him to
reject her, she walked right up to him and wrapped her arms
around him.
“One day, he’ll move on. He’ll get bored of all this, and we’ll
never hear from him again.”

She kept on waiting to see if
Sean forgave
her.

He didn’t put his arms around her at first.
Seconds ticked by, and just as she was about to give up, he finally
held her. “I shouldn’t have shouted.”

“I forgive you.”

“I would have pounded his
face,” he said.

She smiled. “I know.”

“Friends.”

“Forever.”

Taking hold of his hand, they walked out
of the gates and toward his home. Sean’s mother was shocked by his
injuries. When she heard who did it, she didn’t tell them to go and
deal with them. No, she placed Sean on a chair and attended to his
cuts and bruises.

Drake and anyone he was friends
with were
always protected.

One day, he wouldn’t have all
this power anymore, and she wouldn’t have to be afraid.

 



Chapter One

One more year to
go

 


“Come on, you guys. Don’t be total losers,”
Ree Addie said.

Sean was already rolling his
eyes.

Ree had joined their
twosome three years
ago when she moved to Mountain Peak Valley from New York. It had
been a huge adjustment for her as she was used to city life, and
they were all small-town peeps.

“We’re not total losers
just because
we don’t want to party,” Sean said.

“Whose party is it?”
Prudence asked.

Ree pressed her
lips together
and neither she nor Sean needed any other clues as to whose it was.
Drake Connor’s party.

“Hell, no,” Sean said. “What the hell do
you see in him?”

“Nothing.”

Prudence didn’t say anything
because Ree had confided in her that Drake didn’t give
her the time of day.
She personally didn’t get the infatuation her friend had with
Drake, but then, she’d rather avoid the kind of attention she still
got from him. Ree though was a bit of a flake. She and Sean were no
fools. If Ree was given a better offer of friendship, they wouldn’t
hear from her. Still, Prudence didn’t have it in her to break off
the friendship. The last thing she would want was to see Ree eating
alone.

“You’ve got to see something, otherwise, you
wouldn’t come to us asking to go to his party.”

“I just thought it would be
cool. You
know? Next year we’re seniors and we’re out for the summer. Come
on, it could be good.”

Sean slammed his
locker closed. “No.
I’m not going.”

“Me neither,” Prudence
said.

“Why not?”

“Are you, like, blind to all the shit he
pulls on Prudence?” Sean asked, stopping in the middle of the
hallway.

While Prudence’s growth spurt stopped in
sixth grade, Sean had continued to grow. He was one of the tallest
guys in school. If he’d been athletically inclined, she had no
doubt the basketball team would have loved to have him. Only, Sean
screamed at balls flying toward him, and loathed any kind of sport,
so it was a no-go.

“If she didn’t goad him, it
wouldn’t be a problem!” Ree sighed, looking all around the corridor.

Prudence chuckled as Sean looked ready to
vomit. “She really does have a crush on that slimeball, doesn’t
she?” he asked.

“I’m afraid so. It looks like
she won’t
listen to reason.” Prudence shrugged. Ree was a good friend … most
of the time. Her infatuation with Drake made her kind of suck
though. Again, Pru wouldn’t stop talking to her even though she
really wanted to date the guy who made her life a misery. She and
Drake had never gotten along and she doubted they ever
would.

It wasn’t doubt, it was a
fact. She
couldn’t stand the prick. He truly believed he was something
special, and she hated how he assumed everyone would do whatever
the hell he wanted just because he said so.

Not this girl.

No matter how many times he
pushed her into a locker, or hit her, or whatever his new torment was. She’d
opened her locker to spiders crawling out. There had been a putrid
and acrid liquid poured all over her stuff, or he simply threw it
at her on the way out of school.

Teachers looked the other way
and well, she stopped retaliating. She didn’t know when it happened,
possibly not long after she had gotten her first period, but she
just grew up. Where Drake was an asshole who would make her curse,
scream, and do anything to get one up on him. He no longer
registered on her radar. She didn’t walk around school fearing for
her life. She simply ignored all the bullshit. She either cleaned
up the mess he caused or dealt with each problem as it came to her.
Each time not showing him it bothered her. She didn’t know if that
was what bothered him more, her complete lack of giving a
shit.

“It’ll be fun. Please, don’t
make me go on
my own. It wouldn’t be fair. You guys are my besties and I do all
the same stuff with you. When we hang out, we listen to music,
watch movies, you know, that kind of thing.”

She didn’t. The only time Ree
ever remembered they were friends was in classes they shared. Ree hated sitting
alone, and despite Ree’s obsession with Drake, Pru didn’t see a
reason to not sit with her.

“We’ve got a date with
pizza,” Sean
said, putting his arm around Prudence’s shoulder. “We can’t crash
at no rich boy’s party.”

“Prudence, please, I know you
won’t let me do this alone.”

“I’m sorry. Sean and I do this
every single year. It’s tradition. A way to ring in the summer.”
She wrapped
her arm around her friend and Ree glared at the both of
them.

“Neither of you are fair
at all. I just want
one night to go to this party and all summer we can hang out.” Ree
stomped her foot.

Laughter from across the hall
caught Prudence’s attention and she saw Drake with his group of friends and
girls who liked to hang around him.

“Instead of having a temper tantrum like a
child, go and talk to him. He’s right over there.” Prudence nodded
her head in his general direction.

Ree turned and
when she
looked back at them, there was a huge smile on her face. “Oh, my,
you’re so right. I have nothing to worry about.”

Without waiting a second to
think it
over, Ree left them alone and headed toward Drake.

“You think this is a good
idea?” Sean
asked.

“I don’t know. He’s never been
pissed at her. It could work. I don’t know if I feel sorry for her or
not.”

“I don’t. Whatever he does, she
has it coming.” Sean didn’t lower his arm and they stood in the same
place, waiting for Ree to make her decision.

“Don’t be like that.”

Prudence watched as Ree
hesitated a
few feet from Drake. He hadn’t even noticed her approach yet. He
was laughing at something one of his friends said.

“Why not? She’s always talking
about him and making excuses. Why are we even friends with
her?”

Prudence nudged his
arm. “We’re
the only ones who could put up with her brash city ways and
attitude.”

“No, you put up with it because
you understood her. Me, I don’t get her. She’s seen what a dick
he can be to you. Why would she think for a second we’d even want
to hang out with him? You’ve heard all the rumors about his family.
When someone makes waves, they disappear. Do you remember that
Colin guy a couple of years back? They wanted to buy his property
and land for some kind of development, and he wouldn’t sell? Then
all of a sudden, he’s wanted for some kind of drug smuggling. He
was arrested, the key thrown away, and the land is up for sale. I
tell you, they’re bad news. The further away we are from him, the
better, and there’s no way in hell I’m changing my
mind.”

She placed her head on his
shoulder. Sean had always hated Drake from the time at the playground where he
was beat up. She always felt responsible for it. Drake hated her
and because Sean opted to be her friend, Drake always made sure he
paid for it. Of course, Drake’s parents were another problem
altogether. She had never personally met them, but the rumors were
rife around them. No one would stand up to them, not in their small
town. They owned half of the factories and businesses, and there
were rumors that extended to them blackmailing cops or buying them
to do their dirty work. Whenever someone got in their way or didn’t
bow down to their power, something nasty would magically happen
that would cause the person to leave, go to prison, or to sell
up.

It often made her wonder if that
was why Drake was as bad as he was. He was a bully, but deep down she knew
there was more to him than she cared to find out. Then, she’d find
herself not really caring because he’d say or do something that
really pissed her off, and she wouldn’t care what he went through
or why.

She wasn’t a
bad person,
though. Until she met Drake, she’d never once started a fight or
gotten in trouble. At least in the past year, she’d learned to rise
above and now she always held the upper hand, much to Drake’s
irritation.

Watching Ree, she couldn’t help
but feel
sorry for the other girl. She was so desperate to be with
Drake.

Ree took a step closer and
Prudence tensed up as Drake and his boys all looked toward
her.

“She really shouldn’t have
done this,” she said.

Sean shrugged. “We warned her
and now we’ve got to stand and wait here to see what evil dick has to
say.”

She giggled. “Evil dick?”

“You bet.”

“You’re crazy.”

“True. I never claimed to be
anything but.” Sean pulled her in close, kissing the top of her
head.

“Stop, stop. Don’t be stupid.”
She burst out
laughing.

This was why she adored Sean. No matter
what, they always had each other’s back. They both stayed still,
watching as Ree finally began to giggle and flirt with
Drake.

He didn’t look impressed and the
girls who hung out with them. They looked like they wanted to claw her eyes
out.

“I don’t see the attraction. He’s a class-A
asshole.”

“True, but maybe that’s a thing for chicks
nowadays.”

“You’re a chick,” Sean said. “I don’t see you
hanging off his every word.”

“I’m clearly immune to his
asshole
ways.” She sighed as Drake glared at Ree. She wasn’t close enough
to hear what he had to say, but Ree turned on her heel and walked
over to them.

“Oh, no, he’s being a douche again,” Sean
said.

She knew Sean wasn’t a big fan
of Ree, but she liked the girl. Ree reminded her a little of what it was
like when she was younger and in the city. Ree hadn’t left the city
that long ago and often talked about her time in high
school.

Ree had tears in her eyes.

“You okay?” Prudence
asked.

“What the fuck do
you care,
bitch?” Ree pushed her arm away and before she could stop her, Ree
was already running down the corridor and out of the
school.

“Fucking bitch,” Sean
said.

“Don’t. Don’t even go
there.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know
how you put up with it.”

“She’s got a crush and I like
her.”

“Come on, let’s get out of
here. I want
to go for some pizza.”

Prudence rolled her eyes. “I’ve
got to pee. You take my bags and I’ll meet you out there in a
second?”

“Sure thing,
baby.”

She chuckled as she left him
alone. Sean
was always making teasing, cute comments. They were sweet and
always made her laugh.

Before making her way inside the bathroom,
she hummed to herself, moving out of the way as three girls left.
She entered a stall and stared at the graffiti on the
wall.

I fucked Drake in the locker
room.

My boyfriend has a
big
dick.

Those were just two of the nicer
things scribbled on the bathroom door. She wiped herself,
flushed the
toilet, and moved to the sink.

Out of the corner of her eye,
she saw movement and cried out as she was suddenly pressed against the
counter. Each sink had a small section of counter on either side of
it.

“What kind of game are you
playing?” Drake asked.

“You’re in the
girls’
bathroom. You’re the one playing games. Not me.” She tried to
straighten but Drake was just too strong. She stayed down, gritting
her teeth. Was this another game of his where he tried to make her
respond to him?

The only thing she knew to do was not give
him the satisfaction of seeing her scared. She stopped fighting
him, letting him have his way. He growled before lifting her up and
spinning her around.

Some of her hair flew into her
face. She had it in a low bun but with his attack, a few strands had
loosened. Staring at him, she waited for his next accusation. It
had been a couple of days since they’d last had a standoff.
Gripping the edge of the counter, she watched him, very much aware
they were alone.

Neither of them
broke eye contact,
waiting for the other to give in and admit defeat. She wasn’t going
to back down and from the look of it, neither was Drake.

“Why don’t you let Ree go to your party?”
she asked.

“I didn’t say she couldn’t go to
my party. Why is she paying attention to me, huh?” he asked. “What are you
playing at?”

She lifted her hands and he
caught them,
holding her wrists. “Wow, you really have issues with trust, don’t
you?”

“What are you fucking
playing at?”

“Nothing!” She spoke the word
slowly so he’d get the fucking clue. “You really think you matter
enough to me to even give you the time of day?”

He stepped close to
her. The
menace in his gaze terrified her. She stared at him, waiting for
whatever bullshit he was going to do. They were both seventeen
years old, and they’d been fighting like this for so long
now.

Drake could hit her, call
her names,
say and do whatever the hell he wanted to. He often did anyway, but
she wasn’t going to let him hurt her anymore. They were just words
and the pain from his touch would disappear, as would the
bruises.

She’d given him a fair few over
the years as well. She wasn’t proud of it, but she’d only been sticking
up for herself. Every time she hit him, or hurt him back, the
euphoria never stayed with her. In fact, she would go home flooded
with guilt, knowing she’d hurt someone else. Pain never solved
anything.

Did he ever feel guilt over what
he’d done to her? Or was he happy to inflict all kinds of pain?

“What is it you’re after, Pru?”
he asked,
standing so close.

She frowned. “I’m not after
anything.”

His hand sank into her hair, making her
gasp. If he pulled or yanked on her hair, it was going to hurt. She
felt the tiny hairs on the back of her neck begin to stretch and it
made her eyes water. He tilted her head back and got right up in
her face.

“Please,” she said, hating how
she sounded. She promised herself she’d never beg for anything from him,
and knowing she’d just done that filled her with anger. “Let me
go.”

“That’s the fire I’m used to. You
think I don’t
know what you’re doing?”

“I’m doing nothing. You’re being
an asshole.” He was starting to rise a response out of her and she hated
him for it. “What do you think you’re doing, huh? You’re giving
yourself away right now. I’ve done nothing. Ree likes you. You want
to know what I’ve got to do with that? Absolutely nothing, because
it’s not my problem she has sick taste in men.” She reached out to
grab his hand, wrapping her fingers around his wrist. “Let me go.”
She didn’t squeeze his hand, simply laid hers against his wrist.
With her fingers directly over his pulse, she felt how fast it
beat.

Was he excited about their
confrontation?

“If Ree comes to my party tonight, I’m going
to fuck her brains out, record everything I do to her, and then I’m
going to post it up on my page for the entire world to see,” he
said.

“You … bastard,” she said. “I
don’t know
what she sees in you, but she actually likes you. And you’re
willing to throw that away because of what? Because you hate me?
I’m not going.”

“Then I suggest you come, because otherwise,
your friend is going to get a whole lot of air time, believe me.
And let’s just say I like it dirty with my woman pliant and ready
to take cock. I’ll have her willing cunt on the screen for all to
see. You never know. Once I’ve had my fill, she might be useful to
a couple of porn studios.”

Prudence cried out as he
tugged on her
hair.

“Or I could play with
you.”

The pain in the back of her head made
tears fill her eyes, and they slowly begin to fall. Drake simply
watched her and leaned in close. His tongue pressed to her cheek.
She cringed as he slowly drew his tongue up, licking her
tears.

“What the hell are you
doing?” She
pushed against his chest.

“Don’t you want this? Isn’t it
what you’ve been dreaming about?” he asked.

“Ew. No, I would never dream of you in that
way. Get off me. Ree wants you. I don’t. How could I ever want you?
You’re a horrible person.” She couldn’t believe he would even think
that. They hated each other.

He shoved her hard and she cried
out as she
hit the counter, falling to her ass. She would have a bruise on her
hip from the impact. Tears continued to escape her eyes, and she
tried not to panic as he gripped her neck, tilting her head back to
look at him.

“Let me go.”

“Oh, I’ll let you go
when I’m good
and fucking ready.” He squeezed her neck tightly as he cupped her
jaw. “I’m going to fuck Ree tonight and when I’m done, everyone is
going to know just how easy she is.”

“Leave her alone. I don’t know
why, but she
likes you. You’re a fucking monster.” Grabbing his fingers, she
bent them, pulling him away from her, and got to her feet. She saw
the happiness in his eyes. The crazy look as if he was getting off
on her fight.

“What are you willing to
give me?” he asked.

“What?” This guy was
giving her
whiplash and she didn’t know what the hell he was talking about
now. Why would she give him anything? He stroked a finger down her
cheek and she swatted at his hand. “Stop it.”

“What will you give me to
leave your friend alone?”

“Damn it, Drake. Why
can’t you
just see she likes you? Can’t you be a decent guy and just let her
… fall for you?” She wanted to cringe at her own words. Why was she
even talking about this? Was she crazy?

Drake, in response, threw back
his head and burst out laughing. She didn’t appreciate his reaction in the
least.

“You know what, forget it. You’re
not worth it.” She made to pass but again, he stopped her, stepping in front of
her. “What the hell? I’ve done nothing to you. You’re acting a
little freaky coming into the girl’s bathroom.” She would say and
do anything to get him to leave her alone.

He stepped toward her
and even as
she tried not to, she took a step back, which only served to make
her hate herself for her own weakness. With every step he took, she
kept trying to escape, but soon, the bathroom wall was behind her
and she had nowhere to go. His hands slammed against the wall,
trapping her against him.

“Will you stop?” she asked, needing her
space.

“What’s wrong, Pru? Am I
scaring you?”

She didn’t like how he
wasn’t
calling her names. What game was he playing at? She preferred it
when he called her names like Trash, Fatty, Ugly, all the taunts
she was used to and didn’t care about. They all melded into one.
Hearing her name on his lips, it felt wrong.

“What are you after?” she asked, throwing
his question back at him. He’d followed her into the bathroom for
no reason.

“I want to know if I’m scaring
you. Are you afraid, little girl?”

She wasn’t afraid. She was fed
up, angry, and just wanted to go home. Putting her
hands on his chest,
she glared at him. “I’m not afraid of assholes. What are you going
to do now? Kick me? Hit me? What else you got, Drake?”

Shut the fuck up! What are you doing?
Why are you even trying to irritate him?

She was beyond bored and irritated. She
wanted him to stop his bullshit and to leave her the fuck alone.
After this summer, they had one year left and when it was over, she
intended to go to college and never look back. They both wanted out
of this bullshit town.

Just as she was about
to shove him
back, Drake did no more than wrap his fingers around her neck,
taking her completely by surprise as he began to put pressure on
her windpipe. This was the closest he’d ever gotten to being scary.
Even as she tried to calm her nerves, it didn’t help.

She was so fucking afraid right
now. So
scared. The venom in his gaze was easy to read, and she wanted to
scream at him, to beg him to stop. She kept her lips firmly closed,
waiting for him to have his fun so he could just leave.

“You think you
know me, Pru.
I suggest you be very careful. You’re afraid now, and if you’re
not, you will be. I will see fear in your eyes again. Keep on
pushing me.”

She sank her nails into his wrist. “You’re
the one who came here. Not me. I have no wish to push you or to do
anything.” It was the truth. Drake kept pushing her and she didn’t
know why. He was really pissing her off, and yes, it was scaring
her a lot. Choking her went above bullying. It was more
threatening, more long-term, especially if she couldn’t get away
from him. No one would believe her if she told on him. “Get out of
my way.” With one forceful shove, Drake stumbled back.

Pleased she caught him
off-guard,
she stepped over him, not paying him any more attention. She hated
how her heart raced and the lick of fear traced down her spine. She
didn’t want to be anywhere near Drake, not now, not ever. There
really was something seriously wrong with him.

No one stopped her as she rushed out of the
high school. For the entire summer, she didn’t need to come back
here, and that was how she wanted it to be.

Sean was already waiting in the
car.

Ree wasn’t in sight. For now, Prudence was
more than happy with that. After sliding into the passenger seat,
she buckled her seatbelt and leaned back in the chair.

“You okay?” Sean asked.

“Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I
be?” She didn’t need to tell him about her latest encounter. Clearing her throat,
she sat up, playing with the radio and turning on a channel with
loud music.

“You seem a little …
flustered.”

“Big words, Sean. I’m good. Come on. Let’s kick
off his summer without the twenty questions. You think we can do
that?”

“Yeah, we can.” Sean let out a
loud whoop as
he pulled out of the parking lot. Staring in the rearview mirror,
she saw Drake as he exited the school. She didn’t look him in the
eye. His narrowed glare scared her.

Tapping her fingers on the
doorframe,
she let the wind run through her hair and she tried to
relax.

School was out.

Life would be good.

More than good.

It would be spectacular
because she
had Sean. Her parents spent most of their time working. She didn’t
mind. The less time they all spent together, the less arguments
they had. This would be a good summer as it would be her last one
spent near home. Next year, after graduation, she intended to leave
town and start a whole new life away from this place. Make new
memories and dreams. None that even had the vaguest hint of this
town attached to it.

Smiling to herself, she basked
in the peace that she knew wouldn’t last.


Chapter Two

It’s just a party

 


Glaring, Drake
watched
Prudence drive off with her idiot of a friend. It wasn’t like she
had hurt him. It would take a lot more than a shove to even affect
him. No, what pissed him off was Prudence thinking she could get
away with it. She thought she was better than him. He saw it in her
eyes, and had to witness it from the moment she turned up in town.
Her parents were always around her. Coming to the school because
he’d made her bleed, taking care of her. She was weak, pathetic. No
one should need their parents to fight their battles.

If he really wanted to, all he
would have to do is give his parents their names, and Prudence wouldn’t have
such a comfy life. The right words at the bank would squeeze them
dry. His parents knew how to make problems go away, but for some
reason, he never did tell them about her.

“What’s got you looking
pissed?”
Marco asked, taking a bite out of his apple as he
approached.

With him were Nick and Carl, his
lifelong friends. Part of him believed they were only his
friends because they
were afraid of him. He didn’t blame them. They knew what he and his
family were capable of.

In his world, he got whatever he
wanted
because money spoke volumes, and with so many people beneath them,
they could do whatever they wanted. He’d seen his father do this
all of his life. All you had to do was have the balls to see it all
through.

“Man, you’re staring at Prudence
again. What
did the slut do?” Carl asked.

They knew about his hatred for the girl
who had come to Mountain Peak Valley. She wasn’t afraid, flashing
those green eyes at him. She always saved her glares for him the
most, and it pissed him off.

What also pissed him
off was
Sean’s determination to stay friends with her. No matter what he
did to the prick, Sean was always there, sniffing around her,
helping her out. One day, Prudence wouldn’t have anyone to turn
to.

He walked toward his car,
ignoring his
friends as they demanded to know what was going on. He wasn’t in
the mood to tell them. They would only come up with lame excuses
that he really didn’t need to hear. After climbing into his car, he
turned the engine over and his friends quickly jumped into the car.
One by one, they didn’t say a word as he drove out of the school
grounds. He ignored the chicks begging for his attention as he
drove by. They were all the same. Most of them loved to be
tag-teamed by him and his buddies.

Prudence wasn’t one of
them,
though.

She didn’t come squealing to him
for attention like her latest friend, Ree. Her blonde friend was
constantly
trying to get his attention and it irritated him.

Pulling up across the street
from Prudence’s house, he watched as Sean climbed out of the car,
heading to the trunk.

Prudence was laughing at something he said,
tucking her long hair behind her ear. He hated to see her so happy.
From the moment she arrived in his life over ten years ago, he
couldn’t stand her with her sweet smile and calm attitude. Lately,
though, nothing he did got a rise out of her. He loved it when she
hit back at him.

Sean slammed the trunk closed and Prudence
took his bag from him. He didn’t like how close the two of them
were.

“I hate to break it to you,
Drake, but
you’re coming off as a little stalkery right now, and not even with
a chick who will bang you. No offense, but I wouldn’t spend all
this time with Prudence Stewart. She’s a first-class bitch and she
hates your guts,” Marco said.

Drake ignored his friends and
simply watched her. He didn’t even know what it was about her. He
loved to see her hurting. To watch her eyes fill with tears, but it
would only ever last a split second before the girl with a spine
was back.

Since they were kids, Prudence
never took any of his shit. Even at school, she would hit back harder.
Slap him, kick him, yell, scream, and cuss. Teachers were fucking
useless since they never listened to her. He was Drake Connor. His
father and mother weren’t the kind of people you wanted against
you. They helped to fund the schools, to bring more positive focus
to the academia as well as their football team. Being rich in a
small town had its benefits, and well, Drake was used to enjoying
every single one of them. Including having teachers look the other
way. He glared at the girl who refused to back down, who refused to
be afraid.

In the past couple of
months, she’d
changed. There were no more tears. He couldn’t get a single rise
out of her, no matter what he did. She would either take what he
dished out, or she’d flat-out ignore him.

No comebacks.

No insults.

No violence.

Nothing.

He was used to
this kind of
treatment from Sean but not from Prudence. Her best friend was a
grade-A pussy.

“Dude, this is getting really fucking
creepy,” Marco said.

“You got a problem with it, get the fuck out
of my car. I don’t have time for you, asshole.”

“Dude, what is
your problem?” Nick
asked.

Pressing his foot to the gas,
he ignored
his friends, taking off down the street, nearly hitting a kid on a
bike as he did so. He slammed his foot on the brake.

His friends burst out laughing as they
always did.

Dismissing them, he sped up, wanting to go
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